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“And you are named Firefanged, so poetic in your decay.” 


Prologue 


Sentinels in Winter 


The pub’s door slammed behind him, jolting the crowd within. 
Winter was waking up fast. The tall, armor-wrapped fellow outlasted 
the noise and the chill, grabbing the attention of many around the 
smoky room with his handsome smile. 

More than a few friendly faces called Juno’s name as he spied his 
uncle, sitting quietly at a table in the back. The older man waved and 
pointed over Juno’s shoulder. The young man spun, looking back at 
the phantom that he knew wasn’t there, getting a smile from the 
older man across the room as Juno showed off the sheath and the 
shape of the long sword strapped across his back. 

It was prudent that the blade remained hidden, or Juno would 
never have made it to his meeting across the bar. The weapon’s 
sleeve was made from the most exotic leather that the thirsty 
patrons had ever seen, a cured gray hide adorned with jagged black 
stripes, but beneath it rested an impossibility. 

Juno got a few whistles from a couple of long-lost mates and a 
few more winks of admiration from some of the fairer lasses that 
flirted among the evening’s warm, boisterous crowd. It had been a 
year since the young man had last visited the White Rope Pub of 
Berykholt, a year since he’d joined Company Storm and left all his 
preconceived notions of sentinel life behind. His uncle would be 
proud, if not a bit jealous, of the adventures and the trophy Juno 
carried. 

‘Juno, Captain, you’ve gotten taller,” said Gabriel Hartwell, the 
Warden of the North. “Your father would have been so proud of 


” 


you. 

Captain Juno Hartwell smiled, enjoying the familiar greeting. 
“Uncle, for once, something occurs as expected. It’s great to be back 
for the winter ceremony.” 

“Son, I hope you didn’t get yourself in over your head. I signed off 
on your posting, not knowing how Vigil Storm would operate.” 

“Why do you think I keep growing? I’ve gotta keep my head held 
high, or we all might drown.” 

“That bad?” the warden asked. 

“No, not bad. I’ve given you the wrong impression. It’s been a 
challenge, trying to lead by the book when nothing we do follows 
Order of the Vigil doctrine.” 

Even Juno’s promotion to captain had skipped normal channels 
and the years of experience needed to achieve such an honor. It only 
took a single, pivotal battle, a victory over a breakaway horde, and 
the trust of a newly minted Vigil, seeking to heal his company’s 
shattered morale in the aftermath of the Dungarr Campaign. 

“lve seen the reports. You and your company have been 
outstanding. The defeat of the Third Lockrun Horde was 
unprecedented; Being far outnumbered and without Vigil Storm to 
guide you, Company Storm still saved the city.” 

“Sevin Martell killed the final Hell-knight to break the Horde’s 
seal, and we saved the town, but Paladin Black was the real hero. 
He’s here this week, by the way, with Vigil Enricata Moon. The man is 
almost worth a Vigil, given his skill and experience and how he can 
read the Horde in the field. He challenged the entire legion by 
himself at midday before the battle, hoping he could take down one 
of their two Hell-knights and give us a chance to survive. The Horde 
came straight in that night onto our only defended wall.” 

Warden Hartwell nodded, his heart beating a notch quicker at the 
details being shared. “A desperate move, but perfect for the tight spot 
that he was in.” He took a long sip of his warm ale, imagining the 
flow of the battle in his mind before continuing, “The Horde has long 
been a threat to Lockrun. The host that arrived the year before was a 
monster, at least five hundred Hellions and five Hell-knights. Vigil 
Snow rightly brought in over two thousand of the Order’s men and 


the duke’s best to face it. It was the hardest campaign I’d ever run, 
maneuvering for every advantage we could get against those Hell- 
knights. Without throwing a single claw strike or a sentinel axe blow, 
we fought for position and timing until finally, I claimed the sun, 
catching them at their weakest in the afternoon, and they claimed 
the broken ground that favored their chaotic formation and thwarted 
our horses.” 

Warden Hartwell paused, grimacing, “We lost over seven hundred 
men that day, half of those from the Order, even with a full company 
of Paladins and a squad of the King’s Realm Guard to take down the 
Hell-knights.” 

“Was Cynan Black there?” Juno asked. 

“T believe he was, though Paladin Byrne was commander of the 
Brotherhood’s contingent.” 

Vigil Storm had somehow plucked a diamond from a coal-black 
heart when he found and healed Paladin Black, and Warden Hartwell 
considered it a boon, whatever else the young man might bring to 
the fight against the Infernal. 

“Uncle, what they didn’t tell you in the reports was that Paladin 
Black didn’t even know we were there. He didn’t know that we’d been 
tracking the Horde and coming in hot behind them. Months in 
advance, Storm had placed his two Paladins where he expected the 
Horde to appear. Cynan Black and Walker Grey, along with twenty 
sentinel-adepts and a smattering of local militia, planned on facing a 
mass of demons thrice their number. As it was, we caught the fiends 
between us and marked them with fire on the walls of Lockrun.” 

It was an apt and memorable image of that night. Vigil Moon said 
she saw the company snuffing out candles as she viewed the battle 
in her dreams from hundreds of miles away. 

Gabriel Hartwell’s eyes glowed in the dim pub light. “You'll be glad 
to know that Duke Ragir came through, and they’ve rebuilt the wall 
that Paladin Black torched in his effort to save the town. Another 
brilliant, desperate move on Cynan’s part. I wonder why he was 
overlooked all these years.” 

“Cynan wore the curse of the Black until it was burned from his 
soul by Vigil Storm. Now, he worships at the temple of Vigil Enricata 


Moon, and I fear he may be lost to us for good.” Juno chuckled lightly 
at the thought. 

“And Walker Grey?” 

“Also, a devoted uncle of Cat, though Raven Ylamil-Storm has a 
way of making him focus. He wields a most dangerous blade, and he 
rivals Cynan’s ability to show it.” 

“Who gave you that sheath? And what the Hell is it made of?” 

“Vigil Storm collected it from a Hell-cave in northern Fugaku in 
the middle of a border war. It comes from a demon Known as a Black 
Fountain.” 

“Oh?” 

Demon hides were beyond rare, disintegrating rapidly with a 
Hellion’s body upon its demise. 

“Ara found the Greol-hjag demon hidden away in a quarry. Scared 
the piss out of everyone when we found out afterward. Inquisitor 
Hart was in tears at the news.” 

“But not him?” 

“No, I don’t believe so. Ara doesn’t hesitate to do what needs 
doing, be it sane or not, and he trusts that the rest of us will do our 
jobs and pick up the pieces.” 

Juno stopped there, not wanting to share the company’s standing 
orders and the details of their struggles to keep Vigil Storm safe and 
sound. 

“From what I know of the young man, he’s more terrified of 
himself than he is of the demons he tackles. From what I hear, 
speaking with you tonight, you and your company are the Keys to 
keeping him on the board for us all.” 

“Well, we'd better. As you’ve probably heard, another dark game is 
about to begin.” 


Chapter 1 
Dark Rider 


The rider left his horse at an inn near the city’s eastern gate. It was 
a borrowed mount, and he was glad to be rid of it. The man would 
be moving on foot for the rest of the night and eventually meeting a 
hand with a fresh string of mounts outside the northern gate. He 
strolled through the cool evening of the provincial city, not caring to 
hide his presence or the long, black sword sheathed across his back. 

Yan Magata’s path circled toward the city’s center, his legs taking 
him ever upwards toward the governor’s estate. The few citizens that 
saw him quickly glanced away, not wanting to capture his attention. 
It was an instinctive move, not a conscious one, with Magata’s alien 
presence frightening them on a level that they seldom, if ever, 
experienced. They would surely recall seeing him tomorrow as word 
of his deeds spread, but until then, the uninterrupted timing of the 
assassin’s approach was crucial. He intended to arrive as the Tannoo 
delegation was leaving. The manor gates would be wide open, and 
his mark would be standing in the courtyard, paying heed to the 
departing guests. 

If there was one thing that Yan Magata hated, it was chasing down 
his target. He was a legend among the Fuga Gray Houses and a 
cornerstone of House Rathven. A quick mention of the assassin’s 
name usually brought the other Gray families into line. Mono 
Rathven knew when to issue a threat and when to send his assassin. 
He rarely did both. 

Magata’s strong but aging frame could still fulfill any mission, but 
his stamina wasn’t always keen for a long, drawn-out hunt; his mind 


often demanded more from his body than it could supply over the 
long run. It was a secret he carefully guarded, being sure to finish 
whatever he began as quickly as possible. 

Yan’s mission tonight was simple. He would destroy the scion of 
the House of Na’am in the most violent manner possible. Killing the 
woman in front of her suitors would remind the other Gray Houses 
of their limited ability to broker deals behind the back of Mono 
Rathven. The Royal Sovereign had marked the House of Na’am for 
elevation, citing reasons of great importance to the Realm of Fugaku, 
and while some parties, including Lord Naam, were untouchable, 
House Rathven had a score to settle through the governor’s 
remaining daughter. 

HHA 

Hilka wouldn't leave, and Almer Na’am was beginning to sweat. 
His brother normally waited until late in the night to visit and chat, 
the ghost’s laughter always interrupting the governor’s dreams. Now, 
standing in the far corner of the dining room, his brother’s ghost 
didn’t make a sound. The dinner was going well; the script was being 
followed perfectly by both sides as they came to an agreement on a 
new alliance between their Houses. 

Before the event, Almer Naam had been anxious about Tila’s 
participation, but she'd been as elegant and amiable as ever 
throughout the negotiations with the House of Rhill. Anders Rhill 
couldn't keep his eyes off of the radiant seer while his older brother, 
Angus, stuck to business, and Hilo Na’am stuck to his corner, mute. 

“Father, Master Rhill is wondering if you are alright,” said Tila. 

Lord Na’am’s eyes returned to the table, finding a silent entourage 
waiting expectantly. The distraction had appeared at a critical 
moment. 

“My apologies, Angus. No slight was intended by my inattention. 
Having recently lost my son in the Akio Valley conflict, I often find 
myself haunted by gray thoughts.” 

The higher the House, the greater the sacrifice required in the 
Realm of Fugaku. Everyone present would understand that 
sentiment with the deal they were completing. 

Almer Na’am offered Tila a worried glance, hoping she’d get the 


hint. Something was terribly wrong. He signaled to Tiso Lin, 
whispering in his housemaster’s ear before resuming the meeting. 
The Governor of Hollen Province stood and unbuckled his ornate 
sword. 

“Count Rhill, this family relic belonged to my brother and my 
son.” Naam held out a finely balanced battle saber. “Given our 
agreement to the proposal you've shared, please accept this as a 
token of our joint future.” 

Left with but a single daughter, Lord Na’am was rebuilding his 
House through the avarice of certain Gray families, those that existed 
somewhere between the Royals and the criminal underlords of 
Tannoo. While not House Rathven, the House of Rhill was one of the 
stronger contenders within the Fuga capital and would be a potent 
ally as House Na’am’s stature broadened into the domain of 
Sovereign Doyne. 

Under the Gray rules, by offering the weapon, Lord Naam was 
declaring his acceptance of a new vassal, an agreement binding until 
the death of either House’s untouchable head. 

Angus Rhill took his time examining the blade and showing his 
appreciation for it before helping his brother Anders buckle it around 
his waist. By accepting the weapon, Rhill had officially aligned his 
House with Na’am and expected Governor Naam to use his 
newfound influence with the Crown to further the position of both 
Fuga Houses. 

The planned marriage was a symbolic gesture, adding weight to 
the arrangement but not as binding under Gray House rules as the 
transfer of the Naam family sword. Steel swords were clearly harder 
to break than in-laws. 

Angus Rhill closed the meeting, “Thank you for the gift and the 
fine evening, Lord Na’am. Let us conclude and plan to meet again, 
perhaps in the Crown's capital.” 

Tannoo, a port city on the realm’s eastern coast, was the heart of 
the Crown and the Gray Houses that vied for rulership of Fugaku, 
while the House of Na’'am governed the grassy western Steppe region 
of Hollen Province. 

The attendees began making their way toward the front of the 


house, house guards and bodyguards preceding them into the 
courtyard. 

Tiso Lin intercepted Tila Na’am, pulling her aside. “Lord Na’am 
mentioned an urgent matter for you to attend at the stables.” 

“Master Lin, what are you talking about? Do I look like I’m dressed 
for the stables?” 

Tila wore a creme-colored gown with long, lace sleeves and a 
mottled brown silk scarf around her neck. Beneath it all, she’d hidden 
her feet in her favorite boots, not one to forgo more comfort than 
necessary. Tiso Lin gave her a look that was anything but 
comfortable. Standing inside the front door, she felt the wind shift 
and recognized his concern but not the reason for it. 

Tila peeked outside, and there it was, a black wind blowing 
through the open front gate and swirling around the yard. The 
courtyard became complete chaos as guards drew sabers and rushed 
to meet the sudden attack. Tiso Lin pulled Tila back, dragging her 
away down the long hall toward the manor’s side door. 

Hit 

The guards at the front gate had their back turned as Yan Magata 
raced through the opening into the middle of the gathering 
attendees. He ignored the complacent gate guards, striking first at 
those attempting to draw their weapons. With his speed and the long 
black sword already freed from his back, the assassin killed six 
bodyguards in the same number of heartbeats before turning back to 
finish off the pair that was moving in behind him. 

The remaining guards formed a line in front of their employers, 
and no one thought to retreat. They’d quickly realized their foe and 
the fact that they had nothing to gain by trying to flee. 

“Hold!” shouted Angus Rhill. “Yan Magata, give us your 
declaration before you strike us down.” 

The assassin appreciated the man’s nerve and the moment it gave 
him to collect his breath. He scanned the crowd. His mark wasn't 
here. Where could she be? 

“Bring her outside, and I’ll leave the rest of you alive,” Magata 
replied. “A Na’am daughter is owed for trespass and a life taken.” 

Angus was shaken, but he didn’t back down. “You took my 


brother tonight. How can you ask Lord Na’am for his only remaining 
get?” 

Anders Rhill had drawn before anyone and lost his head in the 
process. The fine sword that he'd carried, a gift, lay on the ground 
silently between his killer and his betrothed. 

“Some things aren't meant to be,” Yan Magata declared, proud of 
his work and the timing it required. “Especially if Mono Rathven 
decides otherwise.” 

Lord Na’am finally found his tongue, “What claim does Mono 
Rathven have on my youngest, a Seer of the Fugaku? What you 
attempt is treason!” 

Magata laughed, “I don’t attempt anything. I serve my House as | 
am told. Where is your daughter?” 

Lord Na’am’s worst fears had been confirmed. There could be any 
number of reasons for the assassin’s presence. The emerging alliance 
between Naam and House Rhill being the most obvious, but the 
reappearance of Tila’s sister Becks, a woman who recently relocated 
to distant Colivar, might also be at the heart of the matter. For Lord 
Almer Na’am, it was an easy choice. 

“On my honor, the daughter you seek isn’t here. She’s in Colivar, 
in Maidenhall.” 

“T believe you, Lord Na’am, but I hate the long hunt, and Rathven 
marked the one you've got.” 

The crack of a whip echoed throughout the courtyard, and a 
dappled gray horse, its saddle empty, bolted past the assembled men. 

Magata realized his mistake a hair too late. 

A rider pulled themself up into the saddle as the horse cleared the 
front gate and disappeared into the night. It was a young woman 
with a pale dress flowing behind her. 

The assassin spat, “Feth, but she won't get far. I’ll take her down 
before the night is over.” 

Magata sprinted from the yard, a part of him longing for the hunt, 
its senses already reaching outward for the woman as her horse 
galloped north through the shadow-filled city. He’d locked her image 
and her scent in his mind. Intent on chasing her down before she 
could escape the city’s confining walls, Magata raced like the fiend he 


was through Hollen’s narrow streets in his bid to catch her. 

Tila had heard the courtyard conversation and knew the name of 
Yan Magata. The legendary assassin was known to have chased 
down riders on foot. With his unnatural abilities and black sword, he 
was an unstoppable force for Tannoo’s top House and a nemesis for 
the Fuga Intelligence Corps in which she served. Now, having seen 
the man in person and noting the alien presence in his heart, she 
knew the source of his power and saw only one chance for survival. 
It was a long shot, and yet she didn’t hesitate to take it. 

The dim, sporadic lighting of the city’s oil-filled lamps pulsed past 
her as she rode for her life. Tila wasn’t a fighter, and even if she were, 
she would have ended up as equally dead as the guards back in her 
father’s courtyard. As a rare Fuga seer, she thought herself 
untouchable, protected, and now, having realized that that wasn’t the 
case, panic chased her through the night, closing in even faster than 
the dark assassin. 

She knew the city better than her pursuer and knew that the 
nearest gate was north, her best chance of escaping the walls and 
reaching the wide-open Steppe country. Her horse, Fusa, could run 
longer than any other she knew, but the wild steppe at night would 
be a challenge. Once clear of the city, she’d have to stick to the road at 
least until dawn. 

A woman screamed behind her, and the crash of pottery rattled 
the street only a block away to her right. It was the clue that she 
needed, and she veered hard left at the next corner, racing west, 
hoping the assassin would over pursue. Two blocks later, she crossed 
a small bridge and galloped through the vast Market Square. The 
path was wide and empty. She risked a glance back, catching a wisp 
of movement on the far side of the plaza, a fiend flickering from 
shadow to shadow. 

Her sister Rebekah had been hunted by the Gray House of 
Rathven and had escaped, losing them in the wilderness at the 
northern border. Rebekah had the training and confidence of a 
fighter and plenty of relevant experience. Tila only had her fear and 
the same hardened determination to keep it at bay until she saw the 
light of dawn. The seer whispered into Fusa’s ear and told her the 


way, letting the horse do the rest. 

Before she knew it, she was screaming, “Open the gate! Open the 
gate!” 

The guards scrambled to comply, feeling the force of command in 
her voice. 

Tila didn’t wait, slipping through the opening as soon as it began 
to part. Her horse galloped unhindered, moving westward into the 
Steppe with a black beast fading at her back. 

Hit 

Yan Magata collected his horse from Rimo Luk, and the pair began 
their longest hunt together. The assassin had been sure that he could 
run down the fleeing woman before she broke away into the 
countryside, and he focused his frustration on the task at hand. It 
would be more effort than originally planned, but the assassin would 
pace himself, letting his horse and Rimo do most of the work. He’d 
make sure to extract every shred of life that he could from the young 
woman before finishing the job. He wouldn't lose the scent of his 
quarry due to the night-stalker chained within his being, and, thanks 
to Lord Na’am, he already had a good idea of where she might be 
going. Maidenhall had a killer’s reputation—Murderhall, by those in 
the know—but they’d never seen the likes of Yan Magata. Of that, he 
was sure. 


Chapter 2 


Private Audience 


It all landed in the lap of the King. 

After returning from Fugaku, we’d been allowed a fortnight to 
settle in under the watchful gaze of Ben Heck and his team securing 
the Lower Districts for the Scarred Man. Lynda Snow, the Storm 
Company Consul, had returned to her post in Sturgess Hall, living 
across the busy courtyard from Lord Roger Small. Lord Small was the 
Judge of Maidenhall and first cousin to King Marius Falbrenn. 
Miraculously, Lynda managed to shield me from the official 
debriefings and numerous reports for the Judge and our distant peers 
in the Order of the Vigil. Still, there were some things that I couldn't 
ignore, and the ire of the King of Colivar was one of them. 

It hadn’t taken long for the news of our return and our foreign 
exploits to reach the King’s attention. Lord Small was our Royal 
sponsor in the capital city, and Lynda always kept him abreast of any 
important news. A war between two of our neighboring realms, 
Fugaku and Niantia, was considered important news, especially 
given the demonic nature of the Nantine’s attack and the role we'd 
played in ending the threat. My standing as a Colonel in the 
Colivarian Army added another wrinkle to the fabric of the situation. 

Ten days wasn’t enough time to rest and recover from our eastern 
campaign and honeymoon. Raven, my Beloved, had made sure of 
that. There’s one thing to be said for the stamina of dark elves and 
yet another for their assertiveness. 

Raven was the half-elf daughter to King Janis Ylamil of the City- 
State of Bastian, located a few days north of the Realm of Colivar in 


the Everest Mountains. Rae had a newly minted prince for a 
husband, one more akin to chaos than the Royal bloodline of Ylamil, 
and, as such, we both had dark elf bodyguards and heavy demands 
on our time. 

While good news travels fast, bad news travels even faster, and 
threats, well, they just seemed to appear out of thin air. The Fuga 
delegation had reached Maidenhall with their demands, and I was 
certain that Lynda Snow was cursing my name for the diplomatic 
trouble I'd managed to stir up during our time in Fugaku. Little did 
we know that this was only the start. 

King Falbrenn sat upon his throne, a good eight feet higher than 
the rest of us, as we waited in the Grand Hall for Lord Small to 
introduce the parties at hand. Lynda Snow looked flushed and 
haggard at the week’s stress, while behind me, my bodyguard Yseria 
watched the room with a cool, confident demeanor. I could feel the 
constant stares of the King’s Realm Guards, ‘Royal Hounds’ to my 
mind, as two new faces, clearly of eastern origin, stood to my right, 
staking a claim to my body and soul. 

King Falbrenn listened to their words through a wall of Royal 
disdain. “Tell me again why you feel that you have a right to claim 
Vigil Storm.” 

I appreciated his suddenly possessive nature. 

“Ara Storm has been claimed as the son of Lord-Governor Na’am 
of Hollen Province in Fugaku. As such, he has become a citizen of 
Fugaku and part of House Naam, which is accountable to our 
Sovereign in Tannoo.” 

Lynda Snow wasn’t buying any of it. “Ambassador Howa, Ara 
Storm has already been claimed by the Order of the Vigil in Colivar 
and cannot agree to any further demands on his time. His agreed 
upon relationship with Lord Na’am was entirely personal and did not 
entail any further responsibilities on the part of House Storm.” 

The other Fuga representative cut in, “So, you agree that there is a 
formal relationship? The well-being of House Naam may depend on 
ie 

I still didn’t know how this other man fit in beside the Fuga 
ambassador. Tall of frame, his name was Justis Rathven, and his 


mind churned far too fast for me to follow. Still, I could see his heart, 
and it hosted the soul of one cold, gray bastard. 

Everyone looked at me. Had I said that out loud? 

While the sentimental yet devious mind of Lord Almer Naam 
might puzzle me, he and his family had befriended me and provided 
kindness at a time when I needed it most. They’d honored a debt 
owed, and in the grand scheme of things, I owed them nothing in 
return. 

“T feel like ’m standing in the wrong Court,” I said, ignoring the 
man’s clear threat. “While I owe nothing to House Naam or the 
Realm of Fugaku, Sovereign Doyne should be hearing my demands 
for compensation for the services we provided to your realm in the 
Akio Valley. As I understand matters, my unexpected adoption into 
the House of Naam was not approved by the Sovereign until after 
the hostilities there had ended.” 

Judge Small coughed. Lynda, for once, seemed to nod in 
agreement at my words. King Falbrenn watched impassively as the 
two Fuga men began to struggle for a response. 

“But you're the Wind Catcher,” Ambassador Howa tried to explain. 
“You're an entity of great standing in our realm.” 

“Let’s be clear about that,” I began. “First, I may be the Wind 
Catcher, but by ‘entity, you really mean ‘weapon, and, as Consul 
Snow has previously explained, I’ve already been claimed in that 
regard by Colivar’s Order of the Vigil. 

“Second, if I really am an entity of great standing in Fugaku, how 
can any of the Houses of Fugaku claim me or threaten those with 
whom I claim a connection?” I spoke to Ambassador Howa only, 
letting the other man stew. 

Neither man attempted to answer, and I assumed that this was a 
prudent thing. 

Judge Small finally stepped forward. “Gentlemen, lacking any 
answers to Lord Storm’s concerns, I believe we have concluded 
today’s discussion.” 

Falbrenn waved, brushing a bit of air from his armrest and 
officially ending the audience. 

OK, I wasn’t getting away that easily. Immediately following our 


audience with the King, Lord Small requested a meeting in his 
Sturgess Courthouse Manor, and Lynda asked for Becks and Viren 
Drake to sit in. As citizens of Fugaku, their background would be 
helpful. 

“Ara, are there any other surprises that we should expect this 
week?” 

“Lord Small, I’m beginning to think you don’t relish your time 
with our King. Regarding the Fuga, I have a personal interest in the 
position of House Na’am, but I’m at a loss as to the threat that was 
made today.” 

Becks spoke up, “Threat?” 

Her husband, Viren, sat quietly beside her with his arms folded 
across his chest. If I had mentioned knives, he would have been the 
one to jump in first. 

“A man named Justis Rathven seemed to think that he could 
threaten House Naam if, as the vaunted Wind Catcher, I didn't 
comply with the Fuga ambassador’s demands.” 

“FETH.” Rebekah Drake’s face paled at the mention of Rathven. 
She'd had a history with the Fuga underworld and an even longer 
one with Viren Drake, a former Recon sergeant. Her choice of 
language was likely a product of both. 

“What?” Lord Small replied to the coarse word. 

“I said FETH. Justis Rathven represents the most powerful of the 
Fuga Gray Houses. They fill the gap between the Crown and Fugaku’s 
more mundane society. His brother, Mono Rathven, is almost as 
powerful as Sovereign Doyne and vastly more driven by self- 
interest.” 

“Could he harm your father?” I asked. “According to Ambassador 
Howa, the Fuga Sovereign has formally confirmed the status of 
House Naam’s newest son, one that’s now officially the Wind 
Catcher of Fugaku.” 

“FETH,” Becks repeated, still meaning it. She'd lost her twin 
brother and wasn't too Keen on having another. 

“You can say that again,” I chuckled, watching Lord Small from 
the corner of my eye. “Good thing we got out of Fugaku when we 
did. I’ve already got enough scars.” 


The Order of the Vigil had a suitably barbaric ceremony for 
inducting a new Vigil into the faction of demon-fighters. I couldn't 
wait to see what the Fuga powers had planned for me. 

Lynda Snow had to cut off this line of discussion. I think she was 
going to vomit. “Rebekah, we’ll discuss that last comment of Ara’s 
later if Lord Storm is available. In the meantime, what interest would 
the House of Rathven have in the Wind Catcher?” 

Lynda had hit the mark, but nothing was forthcoming from Becks, 
so I slowly raised my hand. 

“Ara.” 

“What interest did the late Count Redding have in Vigil Storm and 
the Scarred Man?” 

Lord Small sat up at this remark. Things were getting interesting. I 
hadn't filled in Becks and Viren on the Scarred Man’s identity or its 
implications. They were still on their honeymoon, and I didn’t want 
to ruin it further. 

On the other hand, Lord Small understood perfectly. “Miss Drake, 
would the Gray Houses ever dabble in the darker arts?” 

Becks held a puzzled look, and my mind itched. She was hiding 
something. I looked to Viren for support, and he shrugged. 

I decided to be more direct. “For your family’s sake and ours, 
Becks, do they deal in the Black Wind?” 

Viren Drake reached out and pulled Becks’s hand away from her 
throat, revealing the shaded amber necklace that was looped about 
her neck. 

“FETH,” I said. “Becks, what sort of wind do they call?” And by 
wind, I meant demon. The Fuga were a lovely, poetic bunch. 

“Death,” she whispered. Rebekah Drake wept in front of us all, and 
I almost joined her. 

“That’s bad?” Lord Small asked. His experience with the Infernal 
forces had been few but total nightmares, nonetheless. 

“A Kjaira is a death-demon. It would toy with the black-eyed 
fiends and the Wolves of Summer that you’ve all seen before. As 
demonic assassins, Kjaira hunt the Hell-knights of the Hordes for 
sport and will go after anything in the Infernal Domain beneath the 
High Prince.” 


Lord Roger Small knew some of my history pertaining to one 
Kjaira and the many scars I carried because of that single Hellkind 
encounter. “So, we understand where Rathven gets its power and 
how they have material control over Tannoo.” 

“And we also know why the Fuga Sovereign has elevated the 
House of Na’am and claimed me as Wind Catcher.” 

“Why?” Becks asked. 

She must already know the answer to that. Several years earlier, 
on a mission for the Fuga Intelligence Corps, Becks had been tasked 
with infiltrating the Gray Houses. It hadn’t ended well for her. 

I had seen it all before in Maidenhall. “Your Sovereign is a Royal 
hostage.” 

“And House Na’am?” Viren Drake asked. 

Simply a cord to be cut. 

The epitaph stuck on my tongue; I tried something more positive, 
“Viren Drake, are you keeping that new axe of yours sharp? How 
about joining us for our daily training sessions back at the Checkered 
Flag?” 

Viren and Becks both nodded at the offer. I’d been keeping them at 
arm’s length and out of my troubled world since we’d all arrived in 
Maidenhall. That scheme had ended with the malice of Justis 
Rathven and the claim by Fuga’s cornered Crown. 

“Lord Small, before we go, there is one tiny thing that I forgot to 
mention. Yseria Warric has become my sister, Yseria Ylamil-Storm.” 

“Tt is witnessed,” he replied, suddenly catching my new last name. 
“Ara, that doesn’t seem like a small thing at all.” 

“No, no, it doesn’t. In fact, knowing Falbrenn’s disdain for 
surprises, you may want to mention it to the King.” 


Chapter 3 


Introductions 


As we entered Mister Layne’s shop, intent on a special gift, I gave 
Baden Durk a quick wave. With his weapon safely hidden from view, 
the marksman sat atop the tavern across the street. He would perch 
there randomly, day and night. Durk was one of several skilled 
crossbows that Ben had put in place across the Garden of the King 
neighborhood to deter interlopers. The bowmen took varied shifts, 
Keeping fresh and not letting anyone predict their presence. 

I handed Becks a custom-fit riding jacket, reinforced with steel 
mesh and thick, dark gray leather sporting jagged black stripes. “This 
is for you, as a wedding present. You already stand out in the 
Maidenhall crowd, so I figure it can only help.” 

Drake picked up on the hint. “And why is that?” 

“Becks wears the Storm Company pin, which, in the Lower 
Districts, is recognized by most, but this coat will be even more 
visible from afar, and its underlying steel mesh will offer another 
sound layer of protection.” 

I showed Viren the inside of my black leather jacket, and he was 
sold. “Where can I get one?” 

I tapped his Storm insignia. “We have company accounts all 
around the city. Master Layne is the best and will make whatever you 
need in terms of fine clothes or protective wear. I highly reeommend 
his pajamas. Just tell him that the Scarred Man sent you.” 

“The Scarred Man,” Becks deadpanned. “That name seems to 
come up a lot around you. Should we know him?” 

“You already do,” I said, trying to be careful. 


“And who is he?” 

“T believe Mono Rathven might be a good comparison.” 

Becks responded with her usual skepticism, “Mono Rathven is the 
untouchable patriarch for our Capital’s largest and most deadly Gray 
House.” 

“So, you're saying I’ve undersold the Scarred Man?” 

Viren Drake coughed out a laugh. “Dear, there’s a reason a 
crossbowman is on overwatch outside his favorite tailor shop.” 

“Oh.” Becks was still getting used to this candid view of 
Maidenhall’s Lower Districts. “How did you end up with the job?” 

“Tm good at ending wars.” I'd recently ended one on the border 
between Fugaku and Niantia and was still paying the price for that 
good deed. 

Becks wasn’t buying it. “That seems suitably vague.” 

I agreed. “You’ve met Laila Storm. Perhaps she can fill you in on 
more of the details. Either way, I’m sure she can get you fully sorted 
with Master Layne. He’s already got your measurements memorized, 
and the same goes for Viren.” 

My last remark didn’t slow her down one bit. 

“Who was Count Redding?” Becks continued. 

“Are you my sister?” I pushed back. Only my sisters were allowed 
to ask me these questions. 

Becks scoffed, not taking the bait, but it was only a matter of time. 
Thad Viren Drake on my side. 

“Well, Becks, you'll just have to ask my sister Ayla.” 

“Ayla? Isn’t she a bit young and rough around the edges to be 
familiar with a Peer?” 

Ayla was officially fifteen but likely only a year older than Cat, 
who’ turned thirteen this past summer. Ayla was about the same 
height as Cat but more slender. The jungles of the Dungarr Drip were 
a tough life for many, and Ayla took pride in her survival. She was 
the last of her clan of Heretics and one of the most dangerous people 
I knew. You might ask Count Redding about that, but he’d crossed 
paths with Ayla after wed heard that he was planning my 
assassination. His widow, Countess Margot Redding, seemed like a 
nice enough sort. 


“T believe Mono Rathven might be a good comparison,” I finally 
replied. 

“Count Redding was running a Gray House faction with a death- 
demon assassin?” 

“No, Redding was a Rathven wannabe. I thought we were talking 
about my younger sister Ayla. Your description of Mono Rathven 
almost fits her perfectly.” 

Becks began to scoff, but for once, checked herself, noting my lack 
of any smile at the keen observation I’d made. 

We let ourselves in the back gate at the Checkered Flag to the 
screams of Ayla Storm being chased about the backyard by Sorrow, 
while Rilo Tanika leaned against the back garden wall, enjoying the 
spectacle. Ayla had intercepted the shadow cat’s dinner, and the 
black panther, an animal at least thrice her size, was methodically 
working to corner the bone-bearing teenager. I’d once watched 
Sorrow clear a twenty-foot timber wall. I gave Ayla zero chance of 
getting away. She was in it purely for the fun and the challenge, and 
as usual, she was trying to impress someone. Catching sight of us, 
Ayla spun and threw the prized bone across the yard to Becks. 

Yes, that’s my little sister. 

“FETH!” Becks screamed as she dropped the bone on the ground, 
her voice bouncing around the emptier than usual training yard. 

My lead scout, Mott Duncan, had left town with a dozen new 
sentinel-adepts and was in the process of delivering them to Vigil 
Thorn in Dungarr. He’d taken Cillian Redd along for company. The big 
city offered little in the way of professional interest for a sentinel- 
scout, and I was sure they’d take their time coming back. 

Furthermore, I’d sent Walker Grey on a long trip north to check on 
Lockrun and the other northern towns before winter arrived. Mainly, 
it was intended to get Paladin Grey back out on the road where he 
belonged. If there was any trouble brewing, he’d sniff it out, but in 
the meantime, I'd miss the man’s bold view of life in Company 
Storm. 

Sorrow became a blur as it crossed the yard, skidding to a halt at 
Rebekah Drake’s frozen form. The huge cat sniffed her hands and 
feet, checking for any scraps that may have come off the bone before 


walking off to the stables with its dinner. 

Ayla sauntered past Rilo Tanika, showing him her tongue before 
greeting her older brother. She didn’t even try to hide her smile. 

“Ayla, you remember Viren and Becks?” 

My sister scoffed, a perfect copy of Becks’s favorite expression. I 
took that as a ‘yes. 

“Becks was telling me about a rival House in Tannoo, one that 
may have a death-demon on the payroll. Please ask Laila and Ben to 
join us to discuss this most intriguing news.” 

“What’s the name of the House?” 

I smiled proudly. “You think that I’d tell you that after what you 
did to my favorite scarf?” 

I was into ending wars, not starting them. Things might heat up 
soon enough, but until then, I’d do my best to keep Ayla out of the 
Wind Catcher saga. 

“Master Durk says I can sit a watch with him up top this week,” 
she replied. “If you say it’s OK.” 

“That sounds like a great idea. Make sure it’s a night shift. I want 
to hear all about what you learned when you're done.” 

Ayla did her best ‘Sorrow with a bone’ impression as she strolled 
back to Rilo, my underage yardmaster. I was keeping an eye on him 
and his interest in Ayla. He was only two years older than her and, 
clever as Tanika was, he was still vastly overmatched. 

Paladin Cynan Black was working out our sentinel axe-wielders 
while Raven’s bodyguard, Andarion the Blade, was focused on the 
long-sword skills of Juno Hartwell. Captain Hartwell had recently 
been given a special weapon, a hellsword called Kol’rigan, and he 
was bent on wielding it with a sentinel’s heavy shield on his left arm. 
Cynan could wield his own hellblade with one or two hands, but the 
Paladin was made of a thicker substance than even the best sentinel 
officers. I figured Juno had a fifty-fifty chance of succeeding, 
depending on the whims of the sword. 

‘Juno! How’s it going?” I couldn’t stop myself from nosing in 
where exotic weapons were involved. 

Juno’s two-handed stroke was coming along, but hed need to 
adjust his balance to wield Kol’rigan effectively with one hand. He’d 


be hard-pressed to reach the speed and lethality of the dark elves’ 
two-handed black blades. 

“Don't treat it like an axe,” I suggested, knowing old habits were 
hard to break. “And use your shield as a counter-weight to keep your 
balance with the longer weapon.” 

Juno stopped and eyed me like he might have considered that 
already. I was getting used to that look from him by now. 

Andarion helped us out. “What Ara is trying to explain is that 
your movement and your longer reach will be as important as your 
shield. That new sword is an aggressive weapon, and it doesn’t 
expect to see many counter-attacks after it strikes the first time.” 

I couldn't have described it better myself. Kol’rigan had given 
almost the same sentiment to me after the Battle of the Northern 
Akio. The vicious attack by its Horde had routed the significantly 
larger Nantine Vanguard Army before its senior officers could even 
contemplate a counterattack. 

“Juno, one more thing.” I leaned in close and whispered, “Listen 
to your sword.” 

Captain Hartwell gave me a different look this time. I think pity 
was involved. 

“Seriously, Juno. Ask it a question and tell me what it says.” 

Not wanting to draw any extra attention to this strange 
conversation, Juno whispered, “Okay, what is your name?” He 
dropped the hellsword on the ground and jumped back. 

“What did it say to you?” I asked. 

“Kol’rigan,” he replied, picking up the imbued blade. 

I was impressed and, for his own sake, answered quietly, 
“Kol’rigan translates to Legion’s End. The Hell-knight in that weapon 
has been a general of Infernal armies for millennia, last serving 
under a low prince of Hell. Kol’rigan was aggressive in nature when it 
came to planning his attacks. Consider the knowledge that that 
sword must contain and get used to listening to it.” 

“How does this blade compare to Walker Grey’s or Cynan’s?” Juno 
asked. 

“The hellswords that they carry belong to bodyguards, not 
generals, but a good fit for them, don’t you think?” 


Juno finally offered me a look of approval. Sometimes, I do know 
what I’m doing. Sometimes. 

Raven and Cat joined me. We sat with Becks, watching the rest of 
the training session as Viren joined in with his axe. Cynan Black was 
a natural, the way he worked with the sentinels and held their focus. 
Viren Drake was near to Black in age and seemed to be in awe of the 
Paladin. Even Becks noticed. 

“Let Viren draw his knife, and he could take any of them down, 
axes or no,” she stated proudly. 

“Becks, I get your point, but a knife won't kill a demon,” I 
remarked. “An axe can take off its head in one swing.” 

Becks was protective when it came to her man. “Viren still has his 
own demons to fight.” 

“Don't we all,” I replied. 

“Not me,” Rae smiled. “My sisters and I get along just fine.” 

“Let’s hope it stays that way, with all of them,” I replied, thinking 
more of her husband than her sisters. “And we’ve got a meeting with 
Laila after this training session is over.” 

As the sentinels called it a day, I waved for Cynan and Drake. 
“Would you have time for Becks and Cat?” 

“Time for what?” Becks said. 

“Time for training. Who better than Viren ‘the Devil’ Drake as a 
knife instructor?” 

Cynan looked concerned, but Drake only shrugged. He’d been a 
sergeant in the Fuga Recon Corps and had trained plenty of men. Cat 
and Becks could only benefit from his skill. 

“Viren, do you remember Vigil Enricata Moon? Beware of her 
special powers.” 

Cat had a knack for taking charge and gaining the trust of 
everyone. Hart called it charisma, but I knew better. 

Viren asked, “Miss Moon, what’s your weapon of choice?” 

“Call me ‘Cat,” she replied, drawing her fang-blade, a weapon 
identical in appearance to mine, only hers, being empty, didn’t have 
a name. 

“Cat?” Viren hesitated. “Why do I know that name?” 

Cat replied, while giving me the eye, “We met before, Mister 


Drake, on a dark night in the Akio. Under far harsher circumstances.” 
Viren swallowed. “You caught the Wind Catcher.” 
“A long time ago,” she smiled. “But Ara still thinks that he can get 
away.” 
Raven clarified the situation for everyone present, “Not anymore.” 
Somehow, they were both right. 


Chapter 4 
Deadly Arrivals 


Ben Heck had that look, the one that said I couldn’t go anywhere 
without making his job more complicated. The rest of the dining 
room, filled with Company Storm, listened intently to the discussion. 

“We are not in a war,” I assured everyone. “Not yet anyway.” 

OK, I was realistic, and Ben was usually right about these things. 
War had a way of finding me. It was an Infernal family trait. 

“We've prepared for this,” Laila explained. “Ben has put plenty of 
hands in place around the Lower Districts. They’re ready to intercept 
any threats or interlopers.” 

“About that,” I hedged, not wanting to ruin their night. “Please 
order the watchers to remain passive unless directly attacked or pull 
them out if they can’t. Put your best eyes on the rooftops with the 
bowmen. Ayla will go on nocturnal overwatch randomly around the 
Garden with Sorrow backing her up from below.” 

Ayla and Sorrow worked incredibly well together. The potential 
presence of a death-demon had gotten everyone’s attention, and we 
had to be able to find it before it wreaked havoc among the citizens 
of Maidenhall. I wasn’t fully convinced that House Rathven would 
send their legendary assassin our way, but they’d already addressed 
the King of Colivar and gotten nowhere. It was only a matter of time 
until they acted against the entity known as the Wind Catcher. 

“Wouldn't it take at least a fortnight for a message to reach 
Tannoo and another for their response?” I asked. 

Becks answered, “You're assuming that they haven't already 
brought the assassin with them. As the House Rathven enforcer, 


Justis Rathven is plenty capable of making critical decisions for his 
brother Mono.” 

A Kjaira in my city? I didn’t care who in House Rathven decided the 
matter; the answer would be swift. 

“Ara, give me your hand,” said Laila. “You're scaring your sister.” 

I thought it a convenient excuse until I realized that out of 
everyone in the room, only Raven and Laila were still sitting 
anywhere near me. Rae stroked my ear, a friendly reminder to be 
calm. 

“Tm not—,” Becks began to protest as Viren Drake clamped his 
hand over her mouth. 

“Yes, you are,” he whispered. 

I reined in my fury. “Sorry about that.” 

Laila smirked, “The Scarred Man returns.” 

I offered my oldest sister a quick nod for her candor. “Andy and 
Rae, please begin scouting the area around the Checkered Flag. Pick 
your shifts, both day and night. Stick together. My sister, Saint Yseria, 
will be watching my back. Hart will be on overwatch in her room 
upstairs, and Sevin, please try not to distract her too much.” 

This last comment finally cracked the ice in the room. The 
mention of Sevin’s love for Hart warmed everyone, chasing away the 
chill of what lay before us. Inquisitor Hart Storm, blind from birth, 
could see a demon from a block or three away, and that would give 
us all the warning we needed within the walled domain of the 
Checkered Flag Estate. 

“Keil, please return to Sturgess with Viren. Becks, please stay out 
of sight. You have a history with Rathven that could spark a war as 
well. 

“Captain Hartwell, new standing orders. If a threat is spotted, find 
Raven or me immediately and keep everyone else safely out of the 
Way.” 

I looked at Cynan Black. He nodded, knowing his own standing 
orders by heart. Too bad that Walker Grey wasn’t around to help him. 
His sword, Ber’yl, had its own eye for detecting the Infernal from a 
short distance. 

“Now, I feel another meeting with the Fuga delegation is in order. 


Keil, please ask Lynda to set that up. I’m available whenever they 
are.” 
Hit 

It took another three days to meet with the Fuga Ambassador and 
Justis Rathven, and by then, it was almost too late. 

“Ambassador Howa, I wanted to meet with you and Master 
Rathven again in order to avoid any future unpleasantness.” 

Lynda Snow and Judge Small sat with us in the Sturgess 
Courthouse front room while Ayla Storm served us all tea, a Dungarr 
special brew. They were my witnesses of good faith in this 
negotiation and my backup plan. 

“Bastian or Lieve?” Rathven said, eyeing Yseria as she stood by the 
room’s double doors. 

The presence of the dark elf seemed to unsettle the man, and 
remembering the lessons of my diplomatic better half, I went with it. 

“My apologies for ignoring my sister. Gentlemen, please meet 
Yseria Ylamil-Storm.” 

“Ylamil-Storm?” the Ambassador echoed. 

“You didn’t know? I suppose word hasn't gotten around that I am 
wed to the daughter of the King in Bastian. Yseria is my sister and 
my Royal bodyguard.” 

I'd given them a big clue as to my standing and connections. King 
Ylamil’s familial claims predated theirs, but whether they chose to 
respect them or not was another thing entirely. 

“From what I understand, the Nantines have also threatened 
Bastian,” Howa offered his most reasonable tone. “We have plenty to 
discuss regarding the northern realm’s continued aggression.” 

“We may, Ambassador, if we survive the current predicament. Do 
you understand my responsibility as Vigil of the Order? And do you 
respect your Sovereign’s decree naming me Wind Catcher?” 

“Of course, your ability to harness the Black Wind proved decisive 
in our recent conflict with Niantia. I have relayed your request for 
consideration to the Crown in Tannoo.” 

“Ambassador Howa, I fear that the House of Rathven lacks the 
same respect. It has recently come to my attention that it harbors the 
Black Wind and, as such, feels threatened by my existence.” 


Howa’s anxiety confirmed my concern, even as Justis Rathven 
attempted to defend his House’s stance. 

“Business within the Gray Houses is none of yours,” he stated 
coldly. 

Rathven was more than twice my age, a touch of gray in his hair 
and eyes feigning at wisdom where there was only contempt. 

“IT dare say that’s not what Sovereign Doyne is thinking. Am I 
right, Ambassador?” As I spoke, my eyes remained locked on those 
of Justis Rathven. “And by your own decree in front of our King, you 
have confirmed my status as the Wind Catcher. What obligations and 
protections come with it?” 

“You are untouchable. To threaten or harm the Wind Catcher 
would be a treasonous act against the Fugaku Realm,” Howa 
explained. “And, as a Fuga citizen, you are obligated to defend our 
realm from the Black Winds that threaten it.” 

Howa, an agent of the Crown, had been careful not to show any 
emotion as he spoke, nor did he look in Rathven’s direction. I did 
both. 

“Only a fool calls the Black Wind to do one’s bidding,” I stated. 
“Yet, Justis Rathven won't deny the fact that his House has done 
exactly that. I appreciate his honesty in the matter and the fact that I 
am obligated to address it.” 

“Wind Catcher, you may be untouchable, but your protected 
status does not extend to the rest of your House,” Rathven fired back 
from a sneering mask of hostility. 

Our young tea servant coughed out in laughter at Rathven’s overt 
threat, a clear declaration of war before the representatives of two 
realms, and a real shame for Rilo, who'd just lost a big bet with Ayla. 
Yseria quickly caught on, and soon even Lynda Snow was chuckling. 
Judge Small was mute with shock at the Fuga’s temerity and our 
hysterical reaction to it. Rathven’s reach would never exceed mine, 
especially not in Colivar. 

Laila had given me a primer on the code of the underworld in 
preparation for the belligerent declaration. The Gray rules were in 
effect, and vengeance was one reason I could act if any in House 
Storm or House Na’am were threatened or harmed without cause. 


Among the many lyrical winds of Fugaku, the Gray Wind sang of 
death by human hands and was a fitting description to the seers that 
saw its results. Ghosts, it seemed, were a popular sighting in the East. 

“Rathven, the Gray Houses are aptly named for the wind that 
you've brazenly summoned,” I formally acknowledged the man’s 
decree with one of my own. 

It was a formality for the Judge and Ambassador to witness the 
exchange and relay it to their Kings, but to Justis Rathven, a seasoned 
and hardened foe, my response was simply an irritation. Holding the 
Black Wind in his back pocket, he was in control and greatly 
confident in his position. 

“Too bad you couldn’t summon a little more respect for the future 
masters of your House,” he replied with a cold smile. 

Rathven had shown his weaknesses with that response. While I 
had no doubt that Tannoo was a landscape dripping with Gray 
House authority, power was dreadfully difficult to project across 
continents, and Rathven had failed to comprehend the fact that I 
existed as the head of more than one House in Maidenhall. 

I would have stayed to educate the man, but instead, I ran from 
the room. A shocking tug on my heart told me that the war had 
already begun. 

HHA 

The Colivarian capital city lay ahead, and Yan Magata grinned in 
anticipation of another job about to end. It had been years since the 
assassin had felt the dark soul stir with such fervor. A fortnight on 
the road with Rimo Luk, hunting the scion of Na’am, had brought his 
inner demon to the surface. Magata had relied on its supreme senses 
to track the young woman westward, through the Dungarr and into 
the heartland of Colivar. Her horse was a fast one, and she’d ridden 
with a determination rarely seen in his line of work. 

Professionals of the Gray Houses preferred to face an assassin on 
even ground and achieve a quick, honorable death rather than the 
torture of a dread-filled pursuit. The woman knew the fate that 
awaited her whenever she finally stopped; Magata could almost track 
her by her fear alone and knew she was completely drained by the 
ordeal. He assumed that she was leading him to her sister, so he 


didn’t push too hard to overtake her. In Maidenhall, he would gladly 
end them both for his trouble. With his Kjaira’s heightened ability to 
follow her almost anywhere, he had conserved his energy and his 
horses. He was ready for some fun. 
HHA 
The Stone Pigeon was a pub buried deep in the heart of the 
Market District. Twenty city blocks separated it from the Garden of 
the King, and Ben Heck used it for staging escorts into the potentially 
dangerous domain of the Scarred Man. The woman that staggered in 
among the lunch crowd was certainly in need of a drink, her hands 
shaking, her eyes blackened from lack of sleep, her fine clothes torn 
and in need of being burned. She could barely speak, but when she 
did, Polk Tapper did what he was paid to do. He listened. 
“I need to get into the Garden, to the Scarred Man,” she 
stammered. 
“And who might you be, Miss?” Tapper handed her a towel and a 
mug of water from behind the bar. 
“Tm his sister, and I need to get there right away,” she struggled 
with her reply. “I’m being followed. It’s not safe for anyone.” 
Tapper hollered over the mid-day din, “Benji! You and Marco 
upfront now!” 
HHA 
Her scent had an added dimension now. She’d picked up an escort 
of two males, and they were heading deeper into the city, barely a 
dozen blocks ahead. Her fatigue and her unending supply of fear 
stoked him onward with Rimo in tow. They’d left their borrowed 
horses on the edge of the city, knowing that the woman had left hers 
for dead the day before. He would kill her last so that he could take 
his time. His Kjaira wouldn't be happy, but it would add to his legend 
back in Tannoo. 
HHA 
The escorting pair was spooked by the look on the woman’s face. 
Nothing could be that frightening unless one was a child, and this 
woman was anything but a child. She looked about thirty and too 
long for the road. 
Benji finally sent Marco running ahead, hoping he’d find a horse 


or a cart. Nothing trailed them, not for several blocks, but he couldn't 
shake the fear that poured from her brow. His clear sight was weak, 
but the woman practically shouted her emotions in her horrified 
state, mumbling her way down the street. 

A horse galloped up the block toward them, carrying a rider with a 
sword across his back. Marco was nowhere to be seen. 

A friend of the Scarred Man for sure, thought Benji. 

“Give her to me.” The face of the horseman failed to hide its 
shock. 

The broken woman had lost her focus now, unable to speak. Benji 
lifted her up to the rider, the woman’s body a feather between them. 

The man spoke with a shaken air of command, “What happened 
to her?” 

“T don’t know. She’s only said one word, over and over.” 

The rider waited expectantly for the hand to recall it. 

“Kjaira,” said Benji, hoping that he’d gotten it right. 

“Leave the area now, as fast as you can.” Juno Hartwell spun his 
horse and raced back down the street. 

HHA 

The woman’s condition was evident across her entire body, and 
Raven Ylamil was beyond furious at the sad sight of Tila Na’am. 

‘Juno, get her inside. Get everyone inside now! Cynan, you too. 
Bar all the doors and shutter the windows.” 

The fact that Tila had stayed conscious long enough to warn them 
of the dire threat may have saved all of their lives. Andy stood to her 
right, five steps away, while they waited and listened. They’d sent the 
hand, Marco, to warn Ben and Laila. Someone would get word to 
Ara. In the meantime, the backyard of the Checkered Flag was theirs 
to defend. 

“Tll go first,” Andy offered. “Where’s Sorrow now?” 

“She’s running back from the Royal District, and I think Ara is on 
his way too.” 

As the shock of the imminent attack wore off, Raven spun a single 
thought in her mind: they could do this. She looked at her cousin, 
eyeing his calm demeanor. He hadn’t taught her that trick. 

“Andy, we hold it long enough to kill it or trap it. We can’t let it get 


away. Only one of us fights at a time, while the other defends the 
gate to the house. When things go badly for them, they might still try 
for Tila.” 

When not if, Andy already knew of Raven’s intent and her 
unmatched ability. 

A scream echoed from the top floor of the manor, and a sickening 
vibration tore through the air around them. Unreality had arrived at 
the back gate in the form of an eastern man holding a hellblade. 
Chained between the blade and the assassin, a Kjaira soul stalked, 
eager for a kill. 

To Raven, it was an abomination, and she spat, “Name yourself, 
sister, that we may fight.” 

“Tm not your sister,” the man growled, struggling to keep his dark 
soul under control. 

“Then, you will die. Andy, the yard is yours.” 

HHA 

Yan Magata wasn’t here to talk. A pair of dark elves blocked his 
way, weapons drawn. His legend was about to take a great leap 
forward, and he was soon to be feared across two realms, maybe 
three. House Rathven would honor him greatly for single-handedly 
subduing the Gray House of Maidenhall. The older of the two elves 
stepped forward, a male forgetting that he was prey. The assassin 
moved in a blur. 

The hellblade’s weight and speed spoke harshly at its initial 
impact, forcing the dark elf to slide back and to the right to absorb 
the blow. Magata could tell that this elf was a master solely from the 
fact that he hadn't flinched as their blades collided. It was a new 
experience for the assassin; the battle usually ended after the first 
strike. Instead, the elf shifted and counterattacked, forcing Magata to 
spin back and defend. 

The long ride had been worth it, after all. 

HHA 

Raven had seen enough of the assassin to know his level of skill, 
and she knew him as flawed. The assassin fought to control his 
Kjaira as much as he let it flow through him and his blade. His 
daunting power and skill showed years of practice, and he was 


undoubtedly a champion of Fugaku, but he burned energy with 
every move. To Rae, he was anathema, a sister enslaved, held by the 
chain of another’s will. 

Raven matched Andy’s cadence and pace as she took over, giving 
her kin a chance to catch his breath and position himself in front of 
the gate to the manor’s back garden. 

Andy was utterly spent. 

The assassin grinned, enjoying himself immensely until a 
stuttering hiss sounded nearby, a sign that allowed Raven’s own 
Kjaira soul to ascend fully into the fight. They were no longer 
worried about the assassin’s chance of escape. 

Suddenly, the assassin began to struggle, his timing straining to 
align each step, swing, and breath that he took. 

It dawned on him that the young elf-woman had been holding 
back and that she’d finally decided to fight. And fight, she could. It 
was as if he was fighting against himself, only a better-trained 
version by far. She didn’t struggle; her rhythm was strong, perfect. 

He used the extra weight and reach of his hellblade to Keep her at 
bay, but she was swift, always attacking the angles, forcing him out 
of his long swings prematurely. It sapped him and stole his 
momentum, and he quickly realized that he had to make a break for 
it. 

The mark was in the house, her scent unmoving on the top floor. 
She was well guarded, but not by this woman, nor her partner that 
still blocked the gate and the path to the manor’s back door. He could 
leap that wall in a single bound before they realized their mistake, 
and he adjusted his position to begin the maneuver. He would have 
to strike hard, using his strength and the weight of the sword to force 
a gap between them, then spin and bound away, all in one fluid 
motion. 

It was the move of legends; Yan Magata cleared the top of the wall 
without a hitch. 

As gravity took over, a black blur collided with his left thigh, fangs 
clamping down and shattering his femur. His legendary move ended 
in a heap, his shoulder dislocating upon impact with the hard 
ground while a shadow cat savaged his leg as if the limb had arrived 


fresh from the butcher. 

Paralyzed with pain and fatigue, Magata ceded control to his 
Kjaira, dropping the walls that held the beast. He tried to strike his 
new attacker, but a boot stood on his arm, crushing the elbow joint. 

When had the young man arrived? Yan was sure that the garden 
had been empty only moments before. 

The assassin fought to regain control of his speech, “W—Who are 
you?” 

“Tm the Wind Catcher.” 

A ribbon of black flowed across Magata’s vision, piercing his heart 
and permanently severing his chain. 


Chapter 5 


Strong Medicine 


“T think we’re going to need an axe. Sorrow won't let go of that 
leg.” Somehow, Brandon Hicks always saw straight to the truth of the 
matter, and his double-bladed axe certainly came in handy at times. 

“Hicks, please chop it up and burn the body after Sorrow’s had her 
fill.” 

The yard was on lockdown while Ben’s crew tracked down the 
assassin’s accomplice. The man was last seen running northeast 
from the Garden, and I didn’t have the heart to send Sorrow in the 
middle of its dinner. 

There was no doubt about who or what we’d killed. The assassin 
had carried a distinctive hellblade, a weapon lying empty, smoldering 
into a line of black dust. Hellblades were exceedingly rare and only 
existed in our world through deals that were long thought to be 
impossible. This one’s agreement had ended, and its existence had 
followed suit. 

That the Fuga Gray Lords had somehow bargained for a hellsword 
containing a Kjaira soul was beyond me. I didn’t call the Black that 
corrupted our world, but I did collect it from time to time. In my 
mind, there was a big difference. 

Hint 

“You were brilliant,” I said. 

I'd found Raven watching over Tila. The seer was unconscious in 
the bedroom next to our own. 

“You watched?” she asked. 


“T caught the ending. You were toying with him, and you let him 


jump the wall.” 

“He had a Kjaira on a chain. He deserved worse than the quick 
death that he got.” 

“That he did. How is Tila?” 

“She barely stirs. I know what she’s been through.” 

Raven had once been chased through the Everest Mountains for a 
week by a pack of rogue demons. It took her weeks to recover 
physically. 

Tila had been hunted by a darker soul. 

“We need to keep her survival and her presence here a secret. I 
won't mention the assassin to anyone else but Small.” 

“Becks?” 

Family ties could make all the difference. “I’ll collect her tonight. 
She can care for her sister, and we can better protect both of them 
here.” 

“And Lynda?” 

I still didn’t have a good answer for that. Yseria and Keil would 
have to support my Consul for now. “I’ll ask Viren if he can help. 
Andy, too. Once I check in with everyone here, I’m heading up into 
the Royal Quarter to see Lynda and Judge Small. Please sort things 
with Ben and Laila. Ayla will be out patrolling with Baden Durk and 
Sorrow again tonight. Let’s plan on another Storm Company meeting 
in the morning.” 

Hit 

I took the scenic route through the Garden at night. The Scarred 
Man made a special appearance at various shops and taverns, letting 
the proprietors know of a potential storm on the horizon. About 
halfway through, I had picked up my share of watchers and heard a 
low whistle from one of the rooftops. 

I put two fingers to my lips in response and kept up the scan of 
my surroundings. 

Sorrow was tracking me now, a half block to my right, running the 
alleys. The shadow cat covered me all the way up to the Royal 
Curtain Wall before sprinting back into the Lower Districts. It must 
have been the extra fresh dinner it had consumed. 

Yseria waited outside Sturgess Hall, her hug one of relief for us 


both. Sisters of the brood always rattled my being, one way or the 
other. I still felt the death energy flowing through me, a sensation 
akin to drinking a gallon of strong coffee before bed or touching a 
deeply broken heart. I would have to sort it later. 

“Tt was a Kjaira,” I whispered in her ear. “One chained to a Fuga 
assassin.” 

“Raven?” Yseria asked. 

“She was brilliant. Andarion, too. Kept the beast at bay until 
Sorrow and | arrived.” 

Yser felt proud of her new family. She belonged to a fierce line. 

“Where’s Lynda?” I asked. 

“She’s inside with Meryl Snow. He arrived this evening.” 

That was good news. Lynda was my rock of stability and a sane 
mind to help steer me into calmer waters when I needed it. The fact 
that she was in a storm of her own, facing the loss of an intimate 
connection and friend in the death of Ram Na’am, had led me to 
send for her older brother. My touch was known to heal terribly 
broken hearts, but Lynda was smart enough to know that some 
heartbreak was a part of life and a healthy part of grieving. 

She sat with her older brother in the open living area on the top 
floor of the manor house. Thankfully, Viren and Becks were also 
there for moral support as a new wave of tears were being shed 
under her brother’s concerned gaze. 

Meryl Snow stood, ever the diplomat. “Look what the cat dragged 

in.” 
His manner could disarm anyone, even a Keyed-up Vigil. He was 
as frail as they come physically, but Meryl was also an experienced 
diplomat in the court of Duke Ragir up in Stonnberg. He represented 
his father, Vigil Meryck Snow, and the concerns of the Order. 

“Almost,” I said. “It’s great to see you, Meryl. How’s your sister?” 

“His sister is right here,” Lynda spoke up. “How is Company 
Storm?” 

“We have another meeting in the morning. Come for the coffee, 
stay for the war.” 

“That well?” Meryl quipped. 

“Meryl, I’m afraid so, and I’d like to commandeer your skills 


during this critical time. Lynda could use the help, and I can’t see the 
Duke or your father objecting.” 

“What about me?” Becks wasn’t one to be set aside, ever. 

“Becks, you’re needed at the Checkered Flag.” I looked at Viren 
first, meeting his rock-solid gaze. “There was an attack. An assassin 
from House Rathven arrived in Maidenhall this afternoon.” 

Becks stood, her face pale. “Yan Magata? Here?” 

“He carried a hellsword with a death-demon chained to his soul. 
His ashes are on their way to the Bull River.’ I swallowed before 
continuing, “Becks, he brutalized his mark, hunting her all the way 
from Hollen.” 

Hit 

Lord Small allowed us a quick, late-night meeting before we all 
left Sturgess. Lynda, Meryl, and Yser attended while Viren rushed 
Becks back across the city. I confirmed the demonic assassin’s attack 
and the need to keep the incident secret while the conflict spun its 
course. I didn’t mention the assassin’s accomplice or what Ben did to 
him after the interrogation was over. The Fuga hand had confirmed 
his employer as House Rathven and that their mark was the daughter 
of Lord Na’am. They’d been chasing Tila all the way from her home 
in Hollen City. 

“The demon, what was it?” Small asked. 

“A Kjaira,” 1 showed him my fang-dagger. “A death-demon.” J still 
didn’t know its name. 

“Not a black-eyed ripper?” 

Black-eyes or rippers, as they were also known, were lesser 
demons in human shells and the assassins of choice for the previous 
underworld boss of Maidenhall. A rare type of demon called a Greol- 
hjag could create them by the dozen, channeling reams of Black 
energy into our world from the Infernal Domain. 

“A black-eye wouldn't have been of a significant threat to us, and 
they certainly wouldn't have been able to track their target across the 
entire continent.” 

Small responded eagerly, “How can I help?” 

Last year, my company had defended his home from a team of 
ripper assassins. He knew the score. 


“We could really use some skilled bodyguards, especially for 
Lynda here at Sturgess Hall and for her brother. It looks like he’ll be 
sticking around for the duration.” 

“Tll contact the Realm Guard. The King himself pulls from those 
ranks.” 

“The Royal Hounds?” That sounded perfect to me. 

Lord Small chuckled at the apt name for the King’s highly 
esteemed bodyguards. “Well, Lynda certainly wouldn't want the 
bears.” 

The Mounted Realm Guard, champion knights chosen by the King 
himself, rode gigantic mountain bears. No, she wouldn't want one of 
those strolling around here. 

HHH 

Past midnight, we stopped off at Mister Layne’s, and I tapped 
myself on the head as we went inside. I bought a set of comfortable 
clothes and a pair of pajamas, sized for Becks only thinner, and a 
dark blue silk scarf. Ayla met me outside, where I handed her the 
scarf. 

“Give me your hand,” I said, after pricking my palm with my fang- 
blade. I did the same to Ayla’s, clasping our hands together, mixing 
our blood. 

“Savage,” she exclaimed, thrilled by the act. “My brother is a 
savage.” 

“You wish.” I tried not to laugh at the sparkle in her eyes. 

Lynda and Meryl watched with curiosity as I wrapped the silk 
scarf around my hand. 

“Medicine,” I explained. “Strong stuff.” 

Having escorted Ayla, Lynda, and Meryl to Laila Storm’s 
townhouse, where there were beds aplenty, it took more time than 
I'd expected to extract myself from Laila’s grip. Gray wars put her on 
edge, and her experience offered plenty of strong advice on the 
matter. In the Lower Districts, every act of aggression had its 
consequences, and we were in complete agreement on our next 
steps as I finally slipped out through her front gate. 

Stopping by the Checkered Flag to drop off the clothes for Tila, I 
tied the blue silk scarf around the dormant woman’s wrist. Becks was 


sleeping in a chair by Tila’s bed while Viren stretched out on a couch 
across the room. He sat up, wondering if I needed any help. I shook 
my head and waved, sneaking back out of the room. 

Still having extra energy to burn and a Kjaira soul to settle, I went 
out for a walk beneath a cooling autumn rain. The Garden of the 
King had eased its rapid pace in the final hours before dawn and the 
few watchers still on duty belonged to us. 

I drew my fang-blade as Sorrow arrived at my side. The night- 
stalker sniffed the weapon and gave a short whine. No, this wasn’t 
my usual blade. I’d given that back to Cat. My new fang held a 
different soul, one from a different Infernal brood, and it had toiled 
for years on the chain of a Fuga assassin. The dagger still had my 
blood on it, along with Ayla’s, so I focused on the fang and listened, 
pushing some of the dark energy that I carried into the blade. 

It came alive in my hand and wailed, “Name your mark, Dark 
Lord, and I will obey.” 

“Name yourself” I thought, pressing back upon the soul that 
touched my mind. 

I'd never had a mental conversation with a Kjaira soul before. My 
connection to Sorrow was simply one of images and knowing. 

It responded, “I am Tao-Rien. First Fang.” 

“You are the first of your brood?” 

“Yes, and the first is always the strongest.” It was an alpha, 
unchained. 

“You have been freed. Why do you remain here beyond the Veil?” I 
asked. 

“Tam home as promised. I will stay.” 

“Who made you this promise?” 

“The one that fed me the heart blood of an assassin. The one that 
feeds me even now.” 

“Then you must know of my nature.” 

The blade wailed once more, its laughter spoiling the night, “We 
are kindred souls, gifted with the promise of exile.” 

We were of the same brood, after all, one of exile, bound by my 
blood; I held another sister. Raven would be so thrilled. 

“And so, I name you ‘Promise, a gift of your exile,” I placed my 


stamp on its new reality, not knowing the mark it would leave on 
mine. 

It hissed back, “And you are named Firefanged, so poetic in your 
decay.” 


Chapter 6 
Ghosts of War 


I found a comfortably shadowed table for breakfast at the Lucky 
Star. The pub was a cornerstone of the Garden of the King 
neighborhood, and halfway through my first cup of coffee, the 
proprietor appeared, looking like she’d only recently gone to bed. 

I sighed, “I don’t have any pajamas to loan you, if that’s what 
your'e after, Dara.” 

Dara Brink pulled out a chair and sat down. “Storm, what’s up 
with this war that everyone is whispering about? We’ve got strangers 
and ghosts on every street corner now.” 

“IT don’t know any strangers, but what kind of ghosts are lurking 
about? I happen to be an expert in that domain.” 

“You don’t know any strangers? Where’s my divine daughter Hart 
to set you straight when I need an adequate answer?” 

Hart wasn't really her daughter, but Dara had helped raise the 
young woman. 

“Hart is fine. It’s Sevin that I worry about.” 

Dara huffed. “I don’t. So, you can skip your attempt at ruining that 
young man’s reputation. We both know that Hart won't give you a 
second look.” 

This conversation had to occur, a rake unlocking the door and 
opening the connection between us. It worked the same every time, 
like a long-winded password, to get past Dara’s strong-willed 
defenses. 

“Tve got my hands full at the moment, barely have a minute to 
flirt with my insightful sister.” 


“What could be more important than our Hart?” 

I drew out Promise and set it on the table. “This.” 

“And what the FETH is that?” 

“The key to ending a Gray House war. Now, please tell me more 
about the neighborhood ghosts.” 

Hint 

I was back from a ghost-hunting trip through the Garden of the 
King and not happy with my luck. Sorrow accompanied me into the 
dining room for the benefit of Meryl Snow, who was being 
introduced to the ranks of Company Storm. Neither he nor his sister 
looked well-rested, and I guessed that they’d been up most of the 
night discussing far more personal matters. 

As usual, Ben Heck went first, providing an overview of his 
security measures across the Garden and the Lower Districts. With 
yesterday’s attack, more hands would be on duty within and without 
the Checkered Flag and the Scarred Man Pub across the street. 

I wasn’t about to sit back and wait for the enemy to make another 
attack. “Ben, this is our city, and we’ll have the backing of Judge 
Small if we respond to this unprovoked attack.” 

“We're working on it,” Ben replied. 

There was a chasm between the Gold and the Gray rulers of 
Colivar, a distance that I not-so-secretly crossed on a daily basis. 
Each side did their best to ignore the other, knowing that they’d 
never reach any sort of agreement when it came to managing the 
masses and sharing power. 

Laila went next, relating the rumors and sightings that had been 
collected over the past week. Things were definitely heating up 
around the lower city. 

“And the ghosts?” I asked, knowing that Laila had been filtering 
plenty for my benefit. 

The room became silent as a different type of ghost appeared in 
the doorway. Tila Na’am stood with her sister, looking beyond pale, 
sporting a new pair of gray pajamas and a dark blue scarf around her 
wrist. Juno Hartwell and Viren Drake jumped up to give them each a 
seat. 

“Sisters, thank you for joining us, and thank you for the gift. 


We've begun identifying the threats before getting into what we'll be 
doing about them.” 

Tila remained locked tight, haunted by her recent days, but she 
would recover. Her heart had been stepped upon but not completely 
broken, and her soul remained a steady light wind. Becks reached 
back for Viren’s hand, in need of something certain. 

“Before going on, I'd like to recognize the heroes of yesterday’s 
attack. A Kjaira isn’t a lesser demon but an Infernal entity that is 
dangerous beyond belief. I dare say the assassin also realized that 
point a mite too late. 

“First, Company Storm’s Champion, my Beloved, ruined that poor 
man’s day and, with her foresight, bolstered our campaign. Andy and 
Sorrow were also brilliant, allowing me the chance as Vigil Storm and 
Wind Catcher to finish their work. 

“Second, Captain Hartwell and everyone for realizing the dire 
threat and being quick to follow orders. Rebekah Drake can speak to 
the legend that Yan Magata, the Fuga assassin, owned. The Gray 
House of Rathven in Tannoo had somehow acquired a Kjaira, a 
strong one, chaining it to the man and the hellsword. The assassin 
will eventually be missed by his House, and I want to keep it that 
way, keeping his demise a secret for as long as possible. 

“Last, we have Miss Naam to thank for leading him to his death, 
having the resolve to maintain her bearings and keep her panic at 
bay for a fortnight even as her stamina and her mind gave out. She 
did both of our realms a great service, and Iam honored to have her 
as a sister.” 

Utterly angered by the sight of the broken girl, Laila Storm spoke 
out, “Ara, the Gray rules are in effect. You will not forgive the foolish 
acts of Rathven.” 

As Vigil Storm, I was duty-bound to destroy those that called 
upon the Black and corrupted our world with their dark deals. House 
Rathven had done exactly that, opening themselves to my judgment. 
As Wind Catcher, I collected the Black Wind and turned it back upon 
our enemies. Sorrow was one example of this, the hellsword 
Kol’rigan, another. In either case, my judgment remained focused on 
the Infernal, not the uncivil wars and politics of humankind. 


But, as the Scarred Man, well, I had an obligation to another 
domain, the Gray Houses of the criminal underworld and the Lower 
Districts, where a large slice of our society lived. Laila was my second 
in that sphere, minding Maidenhall from her invisible throne in the 
Garden of the King. She spoke for the Scarred Man without question, 
and people listened. I listened. 

“As a brother, I will heal the scars dealt to my family and do 
everything in my power to protect the ones that I love. As the Scarred 
Man, I will honor my sisters and apply the Gray rules to House 
Rathven. As Wind Catcher, I will turn the Black Wind back upon 
them.” I drew my fang-blade and drove it into the table. “Laila, 
everyone, that is my Promise.” 

Hart stood up, an uncertain look on her brow. “Brother, what have 
you done? Where is Sorrow?” 

“T gave Sorrow back to Cat. It was hers in the first place.” 

Hart pointed at the table. “Yes, but what is that?” 

“That is Promise, a gift from my sisters. First Fang of her brood, the 
soul shard of an alpha Kjaira.” 

Hart exclaimed, “She has claimed you for her brood, and Ayla as 
well.” She could see the connections between us and the imbued 
fang-dagger. 

Rae leaned forward at this remark. “You still belong to me, so 
don't get any ideas.” 

I wasn’t sure if her remark was meant for Ayla or me. Probably 
both. 

“He’s a savage,” Ayla quipped, so not helping the situation. 

Leveraging my one super-power, I tried to change the subject. 
“Back to those ghosts. Dara Brink says there’s a clear trend in new 
sightings around the neighborhood.” 

Laila took a moment to smile, keeping me on edge before she 
agreed to move on and share the details of her work. I could tell that 
she was already planning our next late-night conversation. I was 
doomed, and she knew it. 

“The reports of a black shadow racing through the Garden during 
the night can be easily explained. Sorrow has been on watch with 
Ayla around the neighborhood this week, but the recent reports of 


numerous black shadows, many coming from our own watchers, are 
troubling,” Laila explained. 

Ghosts seemed to be my specialty of late, a real family affair. 
“Laila, they’re not that troubling for you and Ben, I’m afraid, but I 
know a few of us that may suffer.” I looked around the room. “Keil, 
would you please open the back door.” 

A moment later, in walked a dark elf hunter, her black sword 
strapped across her back. 

“Hello, Lorna.” I nudged Rae, who was being decidedly slow in 
standing up. 

Our last meeting with Raven’s sister hadn't ended well, but times 
had changed for the better, maybe. 

Lorna Ylamil bowed. “Prince, it is good to see you well. My father 
offers his regards.” 

My standing among the elves of Bastian had certainly improved 
since our last encounter. 

“Lorna, why are you here?” Rae fumed at the surprise, perceiving 
her sister as a threat, not a comfort. 

“I’m not here to divide that which cannot be parted, but I seek my 
sister’s support as Ambassador to the King of Colivar. Niantia 
continues to press us, and, with the spring’s thaw, there will be war. 
We are most certain of the threat.” 

“Lorna, we are already at war. Can’t you tell by the dagger in the 
table?” I said. 

“T thought that was how you ate,” she smiled. “Rumor has it that 
you are a Savage.” 

Saint Yseria couldn't help herself and burst out laughing while Rae 
struggled to keep a straight face. 

“Sister, you are evil, and I have missed you,” Raven finally 
conceded, her heart unable to hold a grudge where her family was 
concerned. “I will be glad to help you. The King of Colivar is not a 
savage like someone else I know.” 

Someone else was never going to live this one down. I stared at 
Ayla, hoping she could feel my brotherly wrath, but instead, she 
soaked in the attention with a growing smile. 

“What about the other ghosts?” Ayla asked, mimicking my own 


best tactic. “The white ones.” 

The room fell silent at the remark, and I was almost envious of 
her skill at steering the conversation elsewhere. She was surely 
learning the ropes from her older brother. 

Lorna scowled. “We’ve been tracking them through the city. The 
Nantines are looking for something.” 

I pulled Promise from the table and tucked it away behind my 
back. 

“Any hints?” I pressed, hating the suspense. My sister Lorna could 
be so dramatic in a cold, almost stoic sort of way. 

“We don’t know,” she finally admitted. “We’ve only heard a name, 
and it makes little sense.” 

“Wind Catcher?” I guessed. 

“Why would they be looking for a Fuga myth?” Lorna spat, 
completely forgetting my princely stature and the cleanliness of our 
floors. She rubbed it into the wood with her boot. “No, the Nantines 
called it ‘Kol’rigan,; and they’re desperate to have it. We assume that 
it’s a weapon.” 

I gave Captain Hartwell a hard look, hoping he’d get the hint 
before I continued. “We know of it, and your concern is well-placed; 
the Nantines are looking for a war.” 

“Well, at least the coffee was good while it lasted,” Cat leaned 
against her uncle, Cynan Black. Cynan had his mug inverted, trying 
to coax out the last few drops. 

“We'll get you more,” Laila rolled her eyes. 

Lynda Snow hoisted her brother. “We will return to Sturgess 
Courthouse and inform Lord Small of the matter. I’ll send word as 
soon as we have a Royal audience scheduled for the Bastian 
contingent.” 

“Lorna, as our official guests, you could stay at Sturgess Hall with 
Lynda. We really need a few more bodyguards with Lynda until 
things settle out.” 

“As you wish, brother.” 

“Ayla, Ben, please find out where the Fuga delegation is staying. I 
want to know if Justis Rathven goes anywhere or sends any 
dispatches home.” 


Lynda was sharp. “Why wouldn't we ask Judge Small where 
they’re staying?” 

“Lynda, that would be perfectly diplomatic of you, but assuming 
the Fuga delegation is considered untouchable by the Crown of 
Colivar, I don’t intend to spark a war between Colivar and Fugaku. 
Besides, this is Gray business, not Gold.” 

“By your own logic, it sounds like you intend to touch Justis 
Rathven.” Laila had a good idea of what I was planning for the 
brother of Mono Rathven. 

“A Rathven assassin was sent to the home of my father in Hollen 
to kill my sister. Afterward, he came to Maidenhall, to our home to 
kill my family.” I glanced at Ayla and Viren Drake. “But let’s all be 
clear on this. Only a citizen of Fugaku can touch Rathven. Laila, are 
we good?” 

“Ask me tomorrow,” she replied, holding to her protective ire. 

Laila Storm played all the angles, and there were many. Her inner 
strength had grown drastically over the past year, realizing a new life 
with her connection to the Scarred Man and his ever-growing family. 
She’d been a Power before, owned by a dark deal until I’d met her. 
Now she was becoming a Power again, a devoted mind with a will of 
steel housed in a body fit for fashion. I’d be leaving Maidenhall in 
good hands. 

“Laila, you know that with you, I never have to ask,” I quipped, 
forgetting where I was. 

Suddenly, Laila was the only one in the room that wasn’t 
blushing. 


Chapter 7 


Second Chance 


Barely surviving that utterly awkward moment, I followed Juno as 
he carried Tila back upstairs. Needing to talk, I dragged Becks and 
Drake along with me. 

‘Juno, about Kol’rigan. We’re not ready to fight another war until 
this one ends.” 

“T got it,” he replied, taking the chair next to Tila’s bed. He’d grown 
attached to the young woman’s well-being. 

“She'll be OK,” I said, assuring Becks. “Leave the scarf in place.” 

“What does it do?” 

“Tt heals her heart, dissolves the knots of fear and despair, and 
strengthens her body.” 

“All from a blue silk scarf?” 

“Yes, a special scarf powered by the blood of a Wind Catcher that 
is linked to an alpha Kjaira.” I drew Promise and handed it to Drake. 
“It has a taste for heart blood.” 

Drake had held Sorrow before, another fang-blade imbued with a 
split soul. “It’s not the same. Not at all,” he remarked. 

“No, it isn’t. Handle it with care.” I looked at Becks. “Tell me about 
Justis Rathven.” 

“What about him?” Becks was overly anxious at the mention of 
anything Rathven related. 

“Did you ever meet him?” 

Perhaps I shouldn’t have handed Viren the fang-dagger right 
before we had this chat. I was being mean, bringing up Becks’s 
history with the Gray Houses of Fugaku after seeing Laila’s reaction 


downstairs. 

Laila knew that Rathven was due a reckoning for its crimes. Becks 
had been chained up and repeatedly raped by the loyal members of 
House Rathven before being cast off as not being worth the time to 
kill. Mono Rathven still held a grudge against her and, following the 
Gray rules, had sent Yan Magata to make House Na’am pay once 
more. His mistake was a small one, being ignorant of his mark’s new 
Gray House connections, but the consequences would be immense. 

“You could say that.” Becks coughed and looked at her sister. 

Tila’s eyes were open, and she was staring back. 

To call it a confession would have been crass. As the mistress of 
Mono Rathven, Becks had also been his victim. She spoke only to 
Tila, sharing her story in full as we listened. Justis Rathven had 
figured prominently in her punishment, being Mono’s right hand 
with a more detached view of the situation. Becks’s intimate 
connection to Mono explained the fact that they’d let her live, as well 
as her poor condition by the time they’d finally cut her loose. She’d 
gone from lover to brutal example overnight, an exchange of pain 
and violence for the sick sake of revenge and domination. 

I'd had a similar experience and knew the results. Not wanting to 
tip her back into the grave, I asked gently, “You fled. How did you 
hold on to the cord of your life?” 

“T didn't,” she confessed. “The Akio Valley called to me, and I met 
Viren in Kyserville. He spun me a new thread to grasp.” 

Drake sat up straight at that remark. Becks had done much the 
same for him and his life. 

“Your father tried doing the same for me,” I offered, giving Tila a 
glance. I didn’t mention that a spider weaves a different sort of 
thread using stickier silk. 

“Tt was in the Akio Valley that you found my sister,’ Tila 
whispered. 

“Td have to give credit to Dagr for that,” I deadpanned. “I love that 
dog.” 

A wily, backwoods hunting dog was my biggest nemesis, such 
was my life. 

Viren laughed. “I still check the menu at the Scarred Man Pub 


every day, just to make sure that wolfhound isn’t on it.” 

“One of these days, I’ll win a big enough bet with Rilo,” I replied. 
“Do you think a stew would work?” 

Becks steered us back to reality, “I don’t think you’re here to swap 
recipes. Ara, what do you want?” 

“You remember Count Redding?” 

“IT remember you mentioning the name.” 

“He was a Peer that threatened the Vigil of Maidenhall and his 
family. He’d even brought in an expert assassin at great expense to 
his wife and cabal to finish the job.” 

“Ande” 

“He was marked and eaten.” 

“The assassin?” Drake asked. 

“No, the assassin sits on the roof across from Mister Layne’s tailor 
shop. Count Redding made a date with my little sister Ayla but ended 
up meeting Sorrow.” 

Juno looked pale. He hadn't heard the whole story before. “Eaten?” 

“T know. It wasn’t supposed to be a dinner date.” 

Tila coughed, the merest smile finally breaking through. Becks 
only stared while Drake tried to sort through the mess. He may have 
gotten it. 

‘Justis Rathven has been marked,” I continued. “But he can’t be 
eaten. Judge Small would have a hard time not piecing things 
together, and I highly value our current partnership. Quite simply, 
Rathven deserves a more mundane and deliberate death.” My eyes 
ended up on Promise. 

Drake understood immediately. “Ara, why didn’t you just say so 
from the beginning?” 

Viren Drake had been deeply affected by his time in the Fuga 
Recon Corps. He'd led a team that targeted Nantine officers during a 
short war on the Fugaku northern border a decade earlier, and to say 
that he was handy with a knife would be a gross understatement. 
His reputation as the Devil of the Akio had survived long after he’d 
ended his enlistment and gone looking for a simpler life in a world 
where nothing was simple. 

I planned to honor my aunt Laila’s intention and show House 


Rathven the error of its ways. “Tonight, I’ll be hunting more than 
ghosts, and I need a sure Fuga hand to watch my back.” 

Drake spun the wicked dagger on his palm and handed it back, 
hilt first. “My pleasure.” 

“After tonight, we’ll have to move fast, pushing the fight east. 
How’s Riker feeling?” 

Once a Nantine officer’s mount, the former sergeant’s magnificent 
buckskin rivaled Daur, my tall, black gelding, as a specimen of 
equine nobility. Both horses loved to run. 

“He’s fit, but he could use some fresh air.” 

No, Viren Drake wasn’t going to be bored. Becks and Juno looked 
confused. 

“Tila, Becks, any words that I should carry home?” 

The sisters shared a glance, and Tila shook her head. 

Then, ghosts, you shall both remain. 

“Juno, you are now in charge of the company. Laila is my second 
in the Lower Districts. Honor her counsel and watch out for her 
hands. Here’s hoping I survive the afternoon.” 

There was a good reason Juno Hartwell was my second. Maybe 
several. “You haven't spoken to Rae yet, have you?” 

I grimaced. “Juno, I expect Lorna and the dark elves to sort out the 
Nantine interlopers before they return to Bastian. Until then, keep 
practicing but keep that sword safe. We’ll all meet in Berykholt at the 
Winter Conclave.” 

I stood to leave; my decision was made. I needed to catch up with 
Rae and Lord Small and sort the bodyguard situation for my Consul 
before I left. 

“Brother,” Becks caught my arm. “Thank you.” 

HHA 

I managed to get cleaned up and set off to Sturgess Courthouse 
with Raven, Lynda, and the dark elves. Andy and Yseria provided our 
Royal escort, and I thought it was as good a time as any to break the 
news. 

“Lynda, please make sure that King Falbrenn doesn’t make any 
indecent proposals to Raven during the Bastian audience.” 

Meryl Snow looked around, noticing the suddenly chilly autumn 


morning. He broke the ice like a professional, “Umm, Ara, wouldn't 
you also be attending.” 

“T can’t wait around for the King. I’ll be leaving with Viren Drake in 
the morning. My role as the Wind Catcher and my promise to protect 
my sisters calls me east.” 

“Is my sister part of your growing list?” Meryl had a completely 
different agenda. 

“What if I said that she was?” 

His silence told me that I was missing something big. Feth. 

Suddenly terrified, I asked, “Lynda, will you be here when I get 
back?” 

Lynda Snow was the first of her brood. A Storm Sister from the 
first day we'd met, she’d offered her sanity and wit to a young man 
that was in way over his head. She was always in control, always 
clear of mind, and never out of her depth. What had changed? 

I stopped walking, waiting for her answer. 

Lynda was facing her brother as she replied, “Yes.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief as Meryl Snow nodded and walked off. 
We all followed him at a distance on our way to see the Judge of 
Maidenhall. 

“Lorna, before you escort Raven back to Bastian, please be sure to 
deal with those pesky, white ghosts in the Lower Districts.” 

Living in the northern plains beyond the Everest Mountains, the 
citizens of Niantia were decidedly pale of skin, hair, and heart. The 
Nantines, being a reclusive, conniving sort, were rarely found 
beyond their borders and commonly referred to as ‘ghosts’ by those 
that met them. The term ‘ghost’ was far easier to say than ‘cold- 
hearted bastard, so it stuck. 

Lorna acknowledged their plan, “It is as you say, Prince.” 

Raven's silence had all but confirmed my suspicions. Neither of us 
had been able to break the news of our imminent parting to the 
other. 

“Bring her to Berykholt for the Winter Conclave,” I said to Lorna. 
“We'll meet again there.” 

Raven hadn't returned home to the City-State of Bastian since her 
banishment had been rescinded more than a year ago. She’d taken 


most of that time to heal, and, through the process, we’d been wed in 
ways that could never be reversed. The claims on my heart and soul 
grew, but they would never supplant those of my Beloved. 

“Raven is a weapon. Our father may not let her go,” Lorna replied. 
She was testing me and my resolve. 

Raven’s heart was wrapped with the soul shard of a Kjaira. She’d 
found a balance and a shared ferocity that suited both of their souls. 
I envied her for that. My own balance was decidedly more 
questionable and open to change on a daily basis. 

“The Nantines rely heavily on the Infernal for their aggression. 
Tell King Ylamil that Prince Ylamil-Storm is committed to thwarting 
their plans.” 

“When the passes open in the spring?” 

“When the passes open, we will act.” 


Chapter 8 


Gossamer and Gray 


Lord Roger Small, Judge of Maidenhall, dropped the fang-blade as 
if he were scalded by its touch. “Ara, that is decidedly different from 
your other blade. What is it?” 

“Tt contains the soul of a potent Kjaira, one brought to Maidenhall 
in the hellsword of a Gray House assassin. In this case, House 
Rathven of Tannoo was the sponsor.” 

“That was fast. Justis Rathven planned the attack all along?” The 
judge was an arbiter for many conflicts in Maidenhall, but he usually 
turned a blind eye if they didn’t impact the residents within the Royal 
Curtain Wall. He was also the sponsor of Company Storm, and as 
such, looked to protect his investment and his city. 

“Rathven’s aggressive move had begun before our recent audience 
with the King. They had sent the assassin after the daughter of Lord 
Naam for both personal and political reasons. Tila Na’am fled from 
Hollen Province to my backdoor, knowing we could protect her. It 
was quite a fight and quite the gift that my sister brought with her.” 

“And the Fuga delegation?” 

“Please explain your lack of involvement to Ambassador Howa. If 
he gives you a hard time, tell him that as the Wind Catcher, I will be 
returning to Fugaku to address the Sovereign’s concerns.” And I’d be 
addressing my own. 

“And the dark elves?” 

“With the growing threat of the Infernal on their northern border, 
their plight is dire. As a favor, please arrange an audience with King 
Falbrenn for Raven and her sister Lorna. Niantia failed in its earlier 


bid for a foothold in Fugaku and is expected to advance on Bastian in 
the spring. There is a sickness there, north of the Everest, that the 
Order of the Vigil will eventually have to address.” 

The Order of the Vigil was a Colivarian faction created to defend 
our realm against all Infernal threats but Judge Small didn’t balk at 
my border-crossing assessment. 

“Anything else?” he said as if I’d only described the day’s weather. 

“T will be visiting Justis Rathven tonight. I do so within my rights 
as Vigil, Wind Catcher, and a son of Fugaku.” 

I spun the fang-blade back into the sheath across my lower back 
and waited for his response. 

“It is witnessed.” 

“Thank you,” I offered. “There are Nantines about, hunting in the 
Lower Districts for a relic of some note. I don’t expect them to remain 
present for long.” 

Judge Small considered that comment for a moment. “They 
haven't presented a delegation to us. As far as I’m concerned, they 
don’t exist.” 

“Thank you, again. And my last concern is Realm Guard 
protection for Lynda Snow. I want to sort that today, if possible. ’m 
leaving the city first thing tomorrow morning.” 

HHA 

I went in on my best behavior, an aide to Lord Small guiding my 
way through the Military District. The area was punctuated by 
training fields, barracks, and well-kept houses. The Lord-General of 
the Army, another cousin of the King, lived in the Royal District but 
led the overall operation of protecting the realm from an expansive 
manor house in the middle of this zone. After a quick inspection by 
the guards at the front door, we were directed to the adjutant on 
duty, a major with a vicious scar crossing an otherwise handsome 
and pleasingly familiar face. 

I shook the tall officer’s hand, “Major Price, I’m especially glad to 
see you again.” 

“Ara, Colonel Storm, I’d heard that you'd recently returned from 
Fugaku. How were things in the East?” 

“So good that I must go back. I leave tomorrow.” 


“Oh, that good?” he smiled. “And how’s Laila?” 

Major Clarion Price was more than an acquaintance of my 
surrogate aunt. Laila had few true friends, let alone suitors, and Price 
was one. He could do a lot worse. 

“In need of some attention. How’s your new posting?” 

“Keeping me from the Garden, unfortunately. I’m still learning the 
ropes and politics of higher command, and as a newly minted 
adjutant, I get all the longest shifts.” 

“Well, I’m here with an extreme need for a few skilled recruits in 
the service of the Vigil of Maidenhall. Foreign agents are arriving 
from Fugaku, Bastian, and Niantia. Threats have been made, and war 
declared. That sort of thing.” 

“War? Does the Lord-General know?” 

“Not that kind of war, but nearly as serious for our realm’s long- 
term prospects and mine.” 

“What exactly are you looking for?” 

“Royal ‘Fething’ Hounds,” I replied. “Three should work.” 

A few blocks later, Major Price walked me into the training 
domain of the King’s Realm Guard. As an adjutant to the Lord- 
General, he had access to every aspect of the Army and the ability to 
stamp transfers deemed prudent. The first thing that I noticed was 
the use of live blades. Like Company Storm, these men trained as 
they fought. It warmed my heart to hear the crash of hardened steel 
over the scuff of boots out in the yard. 

“No bears?” I asked in jest. 

“While one might not outrank you, a Champion of the Realm is a 
bit outside my pay grade. Let’s start with the Young Guard and go 
from there.” 

Besides the Mounted Realm Guard, also known as the Old Guard, 
there existed the Middle Guard and Young Guard sections. The King 
pulled his Royal Protectors from the Middle Guard section, but I’d 
take what I could get. The Realm Guard was considered the best the 
Army of Colivar had to offer. 

A burly sergeant strode towards us, his collar and shoulders 
bearing the insignia of a wolf. “Major, I’m Sergeant Stoke. What can I 
do for you?” 


“Sergeant, I am Major Price, Adjutant to the Lord-General, and this 
is Colonel Storm. He wants three Realm Guardsmen for a special 
assignment.” 

The man’s utter confusion at my appearance almost knocked the 
wind out of him. My young age and lack of an official uniform 
clashed with the perfectly cut tone of Major Price. 

“Colonel Storm? What branch of the Army?” said Stoke. 

“My own.” 

The sergeant waited for clarification, and receiving none, turned 
on his heel and led us to his commanding officer. 

Colonel Dante oversaw the Young Guard section of the King’s 
Realm Guard and guaranteed the caliber of the knights that served. 
Every member of the Realm Guard was a knight, a highly selective 
Army rank, on par in skill with the Order’s Paladins. 

“How are your men for countering individual threats?" I asked. “I 
need keen bodyguards, not massed melee fighters.” 

“Colonel Storm, you can see for yourself if you are interested. I 
see that you’ve brought your own weapons.” Dante was eager to 
complete the introductions in a more explicit manner. 

“Friends, not weapons, Colonel,” I smiled. “Would you pull five of 
your best for my inspection?” 

“Sergeant, please grab Lopp’s crew.” The Colonel was planning on 
being entertained this afternoon. 

I was never one to disappoint. Well, almost never, and certainly 
not where the use of weapons was concerned. 

Sergeant Stoke returned with five wolves in knight’s clothing and 
pointed out a broad section of the yard for our use. 

I approved of the men’s armor as it matched closely with my own, 
right down to the steel vambraces on each forearm. My leather was 
perhaps a bit lighter and certainly more fashionable, having been 
expertly fitted at Mister Layne’s shop. Still, the chainmail underneath 
was meant to stop a demon’s claws, and the vambraces that I wore 
on each forearm would survive the fangs of any Hellion. 

The men carried a variety of weapons, mostly swords of different 
shapes and sizes and heavy shields across their backs. The youngest 
of the crew was in his mid-twenties and looked like he could toss me 


clear across the yard by himself. 

Reminding myself that these men were the best in the Colivar 
military, I drew my sword and fang-blade. “How about we spar a 
bit?” I said, skipping the introductions. “I’ve got a date tonight and 
need to warm up.” 

“Terms?” Stoke asked. 

“First blood, anything goes,” I replied. “I’ll face all five at once.” 

“That’s not fair,’ Colonel Dante complained, a frown on his well- 
shaven face. 

It wasn’t fair, but they couldn't refuse. I suspected that Justis 
Rathven had plenty of protection around him, and I needed to wield 
Promise for at least one serious bout before stepping into the ring for 
real. 

“Colonel, I won't hurt them too badly,” I replied, gathering frowns 
from the five men around me. I could only show them that I meant 
no disrespect by that last remark. 

The men spread out and drew their swords. Three of the five 
pulled out their shields as well, the other two drawing daggers. They 
did this without any apparent communication amongst themselves. 

I was impressed. Promise, not so much. She laughed in my head. 

The five Guardsmen seemed to hesitate at that, leaving me to 
wonder what they could hear beyond the unearthly wail that 
sounded between my ears. 

Exile swung in a backhanded arc as I darted right, attacking their 
left flank. A shield waited for me, but instead of striking it directly, I 
timed my broadsword to catch it on the back edge, spinning the man 
away from me and opening him up for a quick slash with my dagger. 
Before he could check the blood on his cheek, I’d batted away the 
dagger from the man behind him and raked Promise across the 
fingers gripping the second man’s sword. 

In the span of three heartbeats, I was left with two men carrying 
swords and shields and another holding a sword and dagger 
positioned between the two. 

The remaining three knights immediately formed a triangle, 
another smart choice, with the dagger on the point facing me and 
the two shields waiting behind each shoulder to counterattack. 


I charged and blocked hard with my right vambrace, swiping Exile 
deftly across the dagger man’s knee in passing, moving toward the 
right again, into the dead space in front of their leftmost shield. 

The knight punched out with his shield before I could turn, 
shoving me backward and allowing the double daggerman time to 
clear the field. 

The remaining two dropped their shields and drew their daggers, 
spreading out around me in an attempt to attack me from two 
different angles. 

They moved in the instant that I did, but their separation still gave 
me a clean shot at one before the other could close the gap. 

I spun left this time, bringing Exile around to attack and forcing 
the opponent on my left onto his back foot in a bid to maintain his 
balance. 

He tried to counter with his dagger but found Promise gouging the 
inside of his arm. 

I continued to spin away from the man’s attack before the other 
wolf-knight, now blocked by his partner, could reach me. 

A few fast heartbeats later, the last guard had a thin red line across 
his chin in honor of Major Clarion Price. 

Both officers had watched the proceedings with surprise and one 
with a hint of irritation. 

I fought like a demon, and it was never fair. Promise offered a 
spatial awareness that bolstered my unreal quickness and allowed 
me to react before any threat came close enough to score. 

“My sincerest thanks,” I offered to everyone involved. “I’m Colonel 
Storm.” I secured my weapons and extended my empty hand to the 
nearest knight. 

The man looked at my eyes, searching for the joke, before shaking 
my hand in a firm grip. “I’m Knight-Guard Polo Torne.” He was in his 
late twenties and still fought with his confusion from the preceding 
bout. 

Colonel Dante spat, struggling for words. “How old are you, 
Colonel Storm?” 

“Nineteen, this past summer.” 

“How did you become a Colonel at that young age?” 


That was simple. “I earned it.” 

OK, maybe my little sister Ayla had earned it, but she was way too 
young for the Army and, like my aunt, preferred more fashionable 
attire. 

The next knight, the youngest of the five, shook my hand. “Deever 
Rayl.” His chin dripped blood, and his mind was eager for another go. 

“Knight-Guard Lewis Marne,” said the oldest. He was around 
thirty and frustrated more than any of them with the unexpected 
outcome. 

“Fraim Johns,” said the man who looked like the strongest of the 
bunch. Though fully human, his skin was a shade darker than a dark 
elf, and I appreciated the fact that he didn’t break my hand with his 
grip. His eyes locked onto mine as he smiled. 

The last man to step up wanted to tear me apart, and unarmed, I 
think he could have done the job. “Knight-Guard Corvin Lopp.” 

“Who’s the alpha here, Knight-Guard Lopp?” I needed to know the 
pecking order for this group. My guess was Fraim and Corvin at the 
top based on physical strength alone. 

“You are,” Lopp replied. I appreciated his unforeseen honesty. 

“IT mean, besides me.” 

“We aren't hens. We're all alphas, and we watch each other’s 
back.” 

Perfect. Just the way I liked my pack. 

“How did Sergeant Stoke become a Sergeant before any of you?” 

“That’s easy. Stoke was the loudest. Battles can be noisy, and 
we've got to be able to hear the orders across the field,” Lopp 
answered. 

“Corvin or Lopp?” I asked. 

“Corv will do.” Fraim, Lew, Deever, and Torne also answered. 

“Ara,” I said. “Vigil Ara Storm.” 

Fraim laughed, a deep, hearty sound, as Lopp took a step back. 
“You're not scared, are you, Corv?” he jibed. 

Corvin Lopp sniffed his right hand and shook his head. 

“Gentlemen, I’m not here to recruit for the Order of the Vigil, but I 
do need the best of the best when it comes to bodyguards. Not 
everyone appreciates our work or our presence in Maidenhall, and 


representatives of both Fugaku and Niantia are in town with a less 
than friendly interest.” 

A collective growl filled their minds at that comment. They were a 
knight-pack, and it wouldn't be fair to split them up after all. 

“Colonel, I’d like these five men to rotate shifts, day and night, at 
Sturgess Hall Manor in the Royal District. The Storm Company 
Consul lives there, across from Judge Roger Small. She is the 
daughter of Vigil Meryck Snow of Berykholt and a dear friend of 
mine. I will be out of town for a while, starting tomorrow.” 

“The bodyguards aren’t for you personally?” Dante asked. 

“No, I’ve already got one, and she’s the jealous type.” 

“Ara, I know Lynda Snow. I’ll sort the Knight-Guards for you.” 
Major Price was a longtime friend of Company Storm. “Please give 
my regards to Laila before you leave.” 

“Certainly.” 

Laila would be my last stop of the night. 


Chapter 9 


Gray Justice 


I thought the direct approach would work best, and our visit to the 
Fuga delegation may have been my easiest parley of the day. 

The Fuga safe house, an upscale manor deep in the Merchant 
District, appeared lightly guarded when we came knocking on their 
gate. Two guards demanded our weapons before we could proceed 
into the main house. Viren and I responded by handing them over in 
the most violent manner possible and chasing down a third man 
who’ been standing outside the manor house’s front door. 

Ben Heck and his crew of crossbowmen had taken down any and 
all Fuga watchers stationed around the block as we'd rushed the 
courtyard, and six Garden hands dashed forward carrying a tree 
trunk with handles. Not wanting to inconvenience the staff waiting 
inside, the men opened the front door in a single swing and backed 
out of the way. Crossbows thrummed, and bolts whistled through the 
opening in both directions before Viren and I dashed in behind the 
fletching of the last volley. 

Three bodies hugged the foyer floor in a growing pool of blood as 
Viren veered left into the front room. He was a magnet for the armed 
guards waiting there, leaving plenty of Fuga flanks exposed to the 
speed of my broadsword Exile. Justis Rathven traveled with a small 
army for protection, but the home’s confines limited their avenues 
for attack, and our quicker weapons served us well. Promise fed well, 
feasting on the hearts of several men before we’d finally managed to 
corner Rathven in the den. 

I offered my condolences, “This is a beautiful house you have 


here, Justis. Sorry for all the blood stains.” 

“You can’t touch me, Storm. Leave while you can,” said Rathven. 
He wasn’t afraid of us in the least. 

“You attacked my House. By the Gray rules, I am allowed to 
respond. Do you have any final words for your brother back in 
Tannoo?” 

I was trying to be polite, but we seemed to be talking past one 
another, proving that words between Gray Houses were utterly 
worthless and only the projection of power meant anything. 

Rathven kept his overly confident tone, “You'd start a realm war.” 

The man was grasping at the tails of dead demons, and it wouldn't 
work. I knew that from experience. 

“Perhaps,” I replied. “But I specialize in ending wars. Call it a gift.” 

As Viren stepped up, Rathven produced a dagger from behind his 
back and quickly lost half of his hand to the sharp edge of Drake’s 
sizable combat knife. A black dagger and a finger with a silver ring 
flew sideways into the wall. Viren kicked the man in the groin, 
leaving Rathven kneeling on the floor in pain, clutching his hand and 
crotch in a growing stain of blood. 

I grabbed Justis Rathven by his long, black hair, lifting his head to 
face me. “You brought a death-demon into my city, and as the Wind 
Catcher, it’s only right that I return it.” 

Rathven’s eyes went wide, hissing “Magata.” 

Promise plunged through his back, ending his life far too quickly 
for my taste. The Kjaira embedded within the fang feasted on 
Infernal corruption just like Cat’s fang-blade, Sorrow, but Promise also 
devoured the life force of its victims as it tasted their heart blood. I 
could feel the final beat of Rathven’s heart echo in the blade. The 
energy flowed through me, out into the night, and I knew that both 
Ayla and Tila benefited from the exchange. 

I pocketed Rathven’s dagger and ring, the latter worth a small 
fortune for its black diamond alone, while the former would need to 
be examined by Hart. The cleanup was left to Ben and a squad of 
Kingsmen who suddenly appeared out of the night, led by the gangly 
Archibald Mickens. The Bailiff’s men kept their heads down, dragging 
the Fuga bodies into the yard to be burned as Viren and I departed. 


Ayla joined us with Sorrow scouting ahead. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

“No, you can't come along,” I stated calmly. 

“I didn’t even—” 

“Ayla, we’ve become more connected through the savage magic of 
your brother. In fact, it’s a lot like my connection to Raven or Laila.” 

“We are wed?” she exclaimed. 

“We are siblings within a brood’s even stronger bond.” 

“Promise?” 

“Yes. Promise is part of our brood.” 

“So, we'll be with you wherever you go?” 

“In a way. What did you feel tonight after Drake and I went into 
the Fuga safehouse?” 

“My heart pulsed; every beat feeling stronger than the last.” 

“And now?” 

“Now, I want to travel east with Sorrow and the Wind Catcher.” 

I loved my little sister and her unending enthusiasm. “Ayla’dune, 
how does such a brave, bright wind flow from the wings of a 
flightless bird? l’ll bring you a new name when I return.” 

The girl’s exotic eyes glowed in the dim light, an after effect of the 
night’s exchange. “What should I do while you're gone?” she asked. 

“Protect our family and, if you really want to travel, meet me in 
Berykholt with Company Storm for the Vigil’s Winter Conclave. Until 
then, I must carry the Black Wind back to those that sent it.” 

HHH 

I was sitting in Laila’s kitchen with a cup of tea, enjoying our late- 
night talk for once. The news of Justis Rathven’s lasting departure 
brightened my sister’s mood considerably, as did the mention of 
Major Clarion Price. Laila was fond of the Major’s flawed yet 
handsome appearance and flattered by his obvious infatuation. Her 
position as second to the Scarred Man and a deeply checkered past 
had forced her to release her feelings slowly when it came to the 
attention of other men. 

“What about Ben?” I asked. 

Ben Heck had appeared out of nowhere about a year ago, 
following Laila’s resurrection at the hands of the Scarred Man. He 


was a full partner for our enterprise, running all of the security and 
overseeing many of the businesses we owned. Laila trusted him 
implicitly, and I had simply followed her lead. Our trust ran both 
ways, along with the permanent connection that tied our souls 
together. 

At the time of Ben’s appearance, Laila Storm was a mystery to 
everyone but me, her surviving connections unable to comprehend 
her new identity through the shattered curse of a Pestilent Baron of 
Hell. She’d become severed from her original identity and thus 
protected from her dark past. Into that situation walked Ben Heck, an 
imposing yet unexplained man from her former life. He’d seen the 
truth of Laila’s transformation and stuck to her like the older brother 
she needed. 

“How do you think he got his name?” she answered in her usual 
side-stepping manner. “I mean ‘Heck, what is that?” 

Laila had grown up in an orphanage, beginning life as one badly 
abused. She had been considered cursed by those that cared for her 
as a young child. 

“He was an orphan,” I answered. 

Laila nodded. “And my big brother in real life, five years older 
than me.” 

She’d had a family, and yet she’d lost it somehow. 

“Why didn’t you two stay together?” 

“He joined the Army at seventeen to avoid the meaner streets of 
Maidenhall. He did well for himself there, and I couldn't bear to drag 
him back into my world.” 

“What was your world?” 

“You saw my world. You destroyed it, remember?” 

“As I recall, I made several key improvements to it.” 

She didn't disagree. “Ben always intended to protect me. He had 
even come back for me once he’d been made an officer, but I wasn’t 
the same person by then. I wasn’t his little sister anymore. Ten years 
later, he was a Major in the King’s Realm Guard, and I was in control 
of most of Maidenhall. I’d already died in his eyes.” 

“He'd grieved your loss, I’m sure.” 

“As much as you could grieve the devil, I suppose.” 


“Then what happened?” 

“You happened. You destroyed the demon I'd harbored within me. 
You killed hundreds more in the Death Valley Massacre. Word gets 
around of events like that, and when Ben came looking, he found 
me.” 

“How did he recognize you?” 

“He’d never been under my spell, never blinded by the veil that 
the Infernal Baron Maltheus had cast for my protection. Ben still held 
an old picture in his mind of who his little sister was, of who she 
might be when she grew up.” 

“So, nothing too magical,” I quipped. 

Laila knew my train of thought. “Ben resigned from his posting as 
soon as he found me. He paid the price upfront, wanting to be near 
me again. Tell me that wasn’t magic.” 

“We both know that it was, but it’s certainly not as miraculous as 
that perfume you used to wear.” I smiled at the alluring memory. 

“You won't forget that, will you?” 

Laila knew that I couldn't lie to her, and she took every advantage 
of that limitation. 

“How could any man?” I replied. 

Her old perfume was a shaded weapon, a tool to control others 
and divert their attention away from the demon hiding in their 
midst. It had also been a mask for her fear and insecurity. Now, she 
used exceedingly more subtle, earth-bound scents. In a good way, 
plenty had changed about her. 

“Viren Drake is going with me. Please tell Ben that he’s in charge 
of our Sturgess security again and that I’ve got him some help. I hope 
he approves. Major Price will be able to fill him in.” 

“What do we do with Ayla?” she asked. Laila was at a loss when it 
came to my deviously energetic little sister, one who was also her 
sister in the eyes of the realm. 

“Let her spread her wings and protect House Storm. Much like 
you and I, we’ve grown kind of attached to each other.” 

“You don't hold back, do you?” 

I ignored her jibe and her jealousy. “Please check in on Lynda 
Snow from time to time and keep an eye on Juno Hartwell and his 


sword.” 

She grinned at the image I'd given her. 

“His hellsword, Laila. Its name translates to Legion’s End, and it 
might be the Key to our next war with Niantia.” 

“Oh, that’s all,” she slowly let go of my hand, knowing it was time. 
Midnight goodbyes in the Garden of the King were becoming a way 
of life for the two of us. “Don’t make my life any harder,” she smiled. 

I couldn't make any promises in that regard. I leaned in and kissed 
Laila goodbye. “The city is yours until I return.” 

Arriving back home, I bathed and crawled into a warm bed for the 
last few hours of the night. Raven wrapped her leg around mine and 
nuzzled my neck, eroding any plans I may have had for an early 
morning departure. She was dreaming, purring into my ear as I fell 
asleep, and I hoped that we'd be the same two people whenever we 
saw each other again. 


Bar Sinister 


Distractions 


“Why are you here, Memet?” 

“What?” 

My drinking companion was having trouble focusing, perhaps we 
all were, and I found my mind wandering in new directions. 

“Why are you spending the Infernal Cycle in this hazy, blood- 
scented tavern in the middle of Oblivion? You haven't been exiled 
like the rest of us, have you?” 

More and more, I realized that Firefanged was a curse, not a 
reward, and that I’d been marked by the High Prince. 

“No, no, of course not, and it wasn’t that blood-scented until you 
arrived,” he slurred. 

“I wasn't complaining about the lovely atmosphere. I was only 
curious about your choice of scenery.” 

“Let’s say that I’m as beholden to the High Prince as you are, and 
he likes to keep track of his minions.” 

“Minions? Is that what we are?” 

“Don't be offended, Younger. Everyone in the Infernal Domain, 
everyone that risks the Cycle anyway, is a potential minion.” 

“You too?” I'd have never thought of Memeton, Arch Priest and 
Wizard of Strife, as a minion of anyone. Not in a thousand Cycles. 

“Perhaps, perhaps not,’ Memet muttered. 

“How not?” I was more than surprised by his answer. 

“One can simply choose not to play.” 

“Not play? What else would you do?” 

“Sit with you and drink?” He clanked my glass, cracking it further. 


You can't buy style, not in Oblivion, anyway. 

“And during those times when you aren't here, what have you 
been doing?” I asked. 

Memet hesitated to answer. 

“He’s out cutting deals to keep you distracted,” Rei-Seeck 
interjected. “And doing a damn fine job of it, I’d say.” 

The blood candles had burned low before I managed to reply to 
Rei’s remark, “Are you one of those deals? Are you a distraction?” 

The sultry death-demon brushed her fangs slowly against my 
neck. “That’s entirely up to you, or didn’t you know?” she whispered. 

My glass shattered in my hand as I spoke, “Memet, why are we 
here?” 


Chapter 10 
Into the Melting Pot 


There were only three of us going on this trip. We left by mid- 
morning, maybe noon, having said our long goodbyes and having 
hashed out a hundred last-minute concerns with Ben, Hart, and 
Juno. 

It had taken a great deal of convincing to keep Ayla home with 
Sorrow. Raven would soon be leaving for the City of Bastian with 
Lorna, and I needed something truly lethal on hand here to counter 
any more threats that might arrive while we were gone. The 
combination of Ayla and Sorrow fit that bill perfectly, with Laila, Ben, 
and Cat to steer them. 

I was content, knowing that Ben was Laila’s brother and 
understanding the sacrifice he had made on her behalf. In a way, he 
helped to validate the commitment I’d made to Laila Storm. 

Ben offered his approval for once as I mentioned the Realm 
Guards heading for Sturgess Hall. He knew all of the Knights in 
Lopp’s pack and promised to smooth things over with them 
regarding the previous day’s sparring. The wounds I’d inflicted might 
have been more than skin deep, and my time away should allow 
them all to get over it. 

I didn’t push things with Becks. She wasn’t putting up a fight for 
Viren Drake, and I could only wonder what she told her husband 
about Rathven. I did give Tila Naam a quick hug. After two straight 
days of bed rest, she was making a steady recovery. She agreed to 
stay with Company Storm until the conflict was over and would 
work with Vigil Moon and Inquisitor Hart on their abilities to 


perceive the Infernal. Each woman was entirely unique in that 
regard. 

Hart seemed both relieved and guilt-ridden at my pending 
departure without her. She’d examined the elegant ring and dagger of 
Justis Rathven first thing this morning, shaking me fully awake with 
her findings. The dagger and ring were a pair, and Hart confirmed 
their sinister connection. They were a malediction, an evil tool for 
collecting victims’ souls, and an exotic prison with which to hold 
them. 

The blackened dagger harbored a vile appetite for souls but, 
thankfully, was empty. The ring, white gold with an inset black 
diamond, was not. According to Hart, the ring was almost full, 
holding an uncountable number of souls within it. 

I hadn't been wrong when I’d accused Rathven of carrying the 
Black into my city, but I hadn’t realized how exceedingly evil it was. 

FETH. 

Justis Rathven had been collecting the souls of his enemies. 
House Rathven would crave the ring and all that it contained, and I 
was obligated to find out why before returning it. 

HHH 

Instead of riding north and east through the Dungarr region, 
Viren, Yser, and I had gone due east first, stopping in the city of 
Hillsborn. The border town sat nestled in the foothills of the Ironbark 
Mountains, and we planned to cross into Fugaku by following a 
trader’s track through the mountain passes to the northeast. We'd 
eventually reach Hollen from the south. This route was only slightly 
longer than crossing the border via Dungarr but would get us to 
Hollen without riding through the hideous rainy season of the 
Dungarr Drip. 

Bolstered by a growing trade route, Hillsborn had outgrown its 
walls, and no one seemed to care. The Ironbark Mountains set the 
edge for Colivar’s southeastern border and held numerous mines for 
various types of stone, metals, and other precious substances. As a 
place of entertainment and exchange, the diverse city drew caravans 
from all over the continent and poured plenty of coin into King 
Falbrenn’s coffers. With the Ironbark Mountains as its source, the 


Barring River flowed along the town’s northern edge, giving rise to an 
impressive bridge built to stay clear of the spring rains coming down 
off the foothills. 

After three days on the road, we wanted a bed, a bath, and a hot 
meal or two. We still had a week of rough riding before us to reach 
Hollen, so we took advantage of one of the nicer places in town, 
positioned near the city plaza where many caravans traded and 
hawkers pushed their ever-evolving wares. In the evening, the 
weather was clear. Several nearby taverns rolled out kegs of spirits 
and ales along with tables and chairs, elbowing out the traders’ 
wagons. 

“Find me a witch.” I’d snatched the first urchin that had tried to do 
the same to my travel pack. 

“What’s in it for me?” he said. 

“Depends on the witch. Are you in? Or do I need to find the 
bailiff?” 

I'd spent the last three days pondering the ring and the souls it 
held. There was a shade of corruption surrounding it, almost like a 
cage, but I couldn’t discern anything more than that. As a purveyor of 
spells and curses, a witch should be able to divulge the whole truth 
about the wicked set. 

The boy ran off, circling the square. I took that as an omen. We ate 
a hearty dinner and were admiring the cool breeze rolling down off 
the mountains when the answer finally arrived in the form of a giant 
and a light elf, sporting clubs and blades, respectively. 

“My little brother tells me you're looking for a witch,” said the 
unquestionably large man. “It’ll cost you.” 

“For looking? Or finding?” 

“What?” he said. 

“We want to know where the witch is. What’s your bite?” Yser cut 
in. 

“A tenner now. A tenner then.” 

“And how much for the witch?” 

“Do I look like a witch? Ask her when you see her.” 

Switching subjects, I said, “Who’s the boss around here?” 

“Why do you care about that?” 


“Business.” 

“What business?” 

“Tt’ll cost you a tenner to find out,” I replied. 

“What line?” the elf asked Yseria. 

Yser was originally the last of her line of Warric. With my 
connection to the line of Ylamil, I’d changed all that, claiming Yser as 
my sister, Yseria Ylamil-Storm. 

Yseria played it safe. “Warric,” she replied. “And you?” 

“Half Moon,” he said. “Isn’t Warric cursed?” 

The elf was a bastard, unclaimed by any line. He was free to roam 
between elven cities as he saw fit. Without any blood claim, he was a 
threat to no one. Yseria had once hosted a different attitude about 
her disconnected existence. 

“Not anymore,” I interjected, startling Half Moon. “Now, how 
about that witch?” 

The unmatched pair led us from the square. The elf eyed me 
warily, whispering to the giant. Yser walked at my side with Viren a 
step behind. Each of us scanned a different direction as we worked 
our way downhill and into a vastly more local neighborhood. The 
walls here weren’t as tall, but the streets were still busy, and children 
played between the houses. 

The witch’s abode wasn’t Cold Harbor, but the small, ornate house 
fit the old woman inside. Our escort waited outside on her porch as 
we entered and introduced ourselves. 

“Welcome to my home. I am Sandra the Sunless.” 

“A fine coincidence. I’m Mister Gray. We were only passing 
through Hillsborn but could use your expertise.” 

I held my breath. Some witches, especially those familiar with the 
Black, had a strong reaction when they opened their third eye to me. 

She didn’t flinch. Either she was Sandra the Sightless or a great 
actress. “How may I help you, sir?” 

I reached into my travel pack. “I’m seeking advice about a newly 
acquired relic. I believe it to be Black in nature.” I removed the soul 
dagger and its partner, setting them on the table before the woman. 

Recognition flashed in her eyes, and greed knocked on the door to 
her heart. “Do you know what you have?” 


“Vaguely and intimately,” I replied. “I am most interested in the 
ring. What is it, and how is it used?” 

“Tt’s an ark. Do you have an altar?” she asked. 

“Infernal?” 

She nodded, “Of course.” 

“How do I destroy it?” 

“What? It’s priceless! And it’s almost full. The contract is almost 
complete.” 

“How many souls?” I asked. 

“You want me to count them? That could take a year. My best 
guess based on the size of that stone would be close to a thousand.” 

I swallowed that bit of news without choking, barely. It would 
have taken House Rathven a decade or more to fill it, not counting 
Gray House holidays. Its cost was unimaginable. 

“Can you tell me what the contract was for?” 

She shook her head. “You’d have to complete the contract to find 
out, but you don't seem suicidal.” 

“Neither do you,” I replied, watching her hand inch for the dagger. 
Promise wailed in my head, laughing at the crone. 

She stood, backed up, and bowed. “My humble apologies, Lord.” 

“How do I get the souls out of the ring?” 

“Tt’s a Black Fortune!” she exclaimed, shocked at my ignorance. 
“Why would you want to do that? They are souls, not curses.” 

I felt certain that some in this world would disagree on that point. 
The ring was an epic vault, holding an Infernal currency for House 
Rathven. 

“While I fancy the ring’s look, I’ve already got enough dark 
company to last me a lifetime,” I said. 

This statement gave her pause, and her eyes no longer seemed to 
find mine. 

“Well, you can either ask the ring or find the altar that was used to 
make it.” 

I planned to neuter the abomination. “Does this town have a 
blacksmith?” 

“Three. The nearest is a block east of the main square.” 

I slid the woman a gold mark, and she seemed vastly relieved by 


the sight of the mundane coin. 

“Do you have a backdoor?” 

Night had fully descended while we were inside, and we moved 
quietly into a back alley, sneaking down the block before cutting over 
onto the main avenue through the neighborhood. Several cold- 
fronted minds had arrived in the witch’s yard during our session with 
the old woman, most likely the local boss’s enforcers, and the street 
around them had become almost vacant. The children had all gone 
home. 

This wasn’t my city. 

We turned left, down a short hill before making a right onto the 
long uphill avenue that ran back toward the square. Halfway up the 
hill, we picked up a pair of watchers, trailing us at a non-threatening 
distance, but I could feel a cold pressure building behind us. 

I didn’t trust Sandra Sunless to keep quiet after what we’d shown 
her, and we urgently needed to find a blacksmith before things 
escalated. 

As we neared the square, I searched the area around us for any 
potential crossbowmen. The crowd there was thicker than before, 
and it provided us some cover while we asked around for the 
blacksmith. A table of caravan guards pointed to the far side of the 
plaza, and we followed a warm glow the last half-block to a sizable 
smith and ironworks shop. 

A familiar urchin darted from the doorway and ran back toward 
the square. I had a feeling that I wasn’t going to grow fond of the boy. 

“What can I do for you?” A large, powerful man in a black apron 
stood in the back, hard at work, pounding out a new sword. 

“I need you to melt something down for me,” I replied. 

“Sure, let me see it.” 

I showed him the tarnished dagger while Drake and Yser minded 
the front door. 

“Looks eastern in origin. How many has it killed?” 

I froze at his overly insightful comment. He wasn’t your average 
blacksmith. 

“Look, kid, I’m not an amateur. The hilt even has the mark of 
Tannoo. Probably belongs to a Gray House. How did you get it?” 


“We took it off of Justis Rathven,” I said candidly, hoping for a 
telling reaction. “It’s cursed.” 

The man hesitated at the name and looked me over again. “You 
know what you've got there?” he asked. 

“Intimately.” 

“You're an assassin?” 

“No.” 

The air in Hillsborn was a touch colder and thinner than on the 
streets of Maidenhall. It seemed to make the conversation move at a 
quicker, unhindered pace, like one’s feet across a patch of ice. 

“Just a lucky pickpocket, eh? Ever use such a dagger?” The smith 
seemed to smile at this touching thought. 

“Never, but I’ve seen and felt the bite.” My lack of a smile backed 
up my words. 

He didn’t see it, or maybe he couldn't believe it. Either way, the tilt 
of the border city led him astray. “I’ll gladly take it off your hands for 
a fair price,” he said. 

For a man in a hot line of work, this was one frigid customer and 
a man supremely attached to having his way. Judging from the 
carefree yet dominating attitude, I assumed that this was his city and 
that he was the boss with a heavy hammer. 

Feth. I didn’t need a second war while I was still on my way to the 
first. I spoke gently, trying to turn his attention back to reality, “In a 
moment, you're going to point to a melt that will do the job for me.” 

“You wouldn't dare,” the blacksmith replied. “Knowing what that 
dagger does to people, it’s priceless for the intimidation alone.” 

The blacksmith dealt in a far harsher currency than hot iron. 
Behind me, a small crowd was forming outside. I needed to break the 
contract before they decided to barge in and ruin everyone’s evening. 

“There are worse things than being killed by a soul-dagger.” I 
pushed a dose of fear into the boss’s mind, hoping to slow him down 
and back him up a bit. 

“Like what?” The smith crossed his arms, clearly a skeptic and 
clearly not threatened by some young, well-armed interloper. 

“Like not being killed.” I spun the dagger in my hand and pierced 
the man’s muscular forearm. 


The thin blade dug in, catching the bone, and the dagger’s curse 
did its work, biting hard into his soul. 

The big man froze, too rigid to scream. 

His jaw popped, and his eyes turned red, looking like they might 
jump out of his skull in an attempt to save themselves. Red tears 
rolled down his face as blood leaked from his nose and mouth. 

I counted to ten in my mind, gauging his acceptance of my earlier 
words. At five, he was a believer. At nine, he was mine, and I gave 
him one extra count for his sadistic bent. 

“Point. Now.” I pulled out the knife. 

He did, and the vile weapon disappeared into a vat of molten iron. 
He'd wanted the knife. He’d thought to use it to control others with 
the fear it produced. 

What kind of blacksmith wants to use the Black? The same kind 
that curls up on the floor in the fetal position when the Black is used 
on them. 

Feth him. We were never going to be friends. 

“Ara.” Drake had drawn his knife and was backing in my direction. 
Yser, too, was waving her black blade. 

A dozen local hands had pushed into the room. I picked out the 
faces of the Giant and Half Moon and a few other elves, both light 
and dark. There was a potent mixture of anger and confusion, 
fueling their thoughts. 

“Warric, stand aside.” 

Yseria laughed at Half Moon’s misguided suggestion. I drew 
Promise, and it wailed in anticipation, shaking everyone’s resolve. 

“He wields a Weapon of Kings,’ gasped another of the elves as 
they all took a step back. 

I looked at one of the dark elves nearest the door. “What brings 
you here, brothers.” 

The men in front looked confused. The elves even more so, but for 
a different reason. Finally, the giant stepped forward, “What have 
you done to the boss?” 

A whimper from the floor behind me rode the wave of heat. 

I pointed to the melt of choice, “Stoke the flame under that one. I 
want to see it bubble.” 


The giant moved to follow my command, but I held up my hand. 
Slowly, I heard the scuff of feet behind me, and the boss staggered 
over to the vat to work the bellows. 

“Who the feth are you?” another man stepped forward, wisely 
Keeping his hand axe down at his side. 

More faces pushed into the room, more axes, knives, and clubs. 
We’d be overrun in seconds. 

Saint Yseria solved it for me. She took a quick step between us 
and slapped the fellow upside the head, stunning him. “Watch your 
mouth in his presence,” she commanded. “Can’t you see that your 
boss has figured it out?” 

Six elves wove their way through the crowd and took up positions 
facing the other men. 

“Step off, Benzo,” Half Moon spat out a challenge to what must 
have been the boss’s second. 

The tension bubbled between the two, an old feud not aging well. 

I looked back at the blacksmith. “Who’s the boss of Hillsborn?” 

“Tam,” the man growled. His intense demeanor offered no chance 
for argument, though the blood still dripping from his face seemed 
to bolster his enforcers’ confusion. 

“Tell Benzo and his men to step off,” I ordered. 

“Benzo, you heard him. Why are you still here?” The blacksmith 
picked up a massive hammer and pointed it at the door. 

“Benzo, are we clear?” I asked. 

Yseria took another step forward, but I had things well in hand. 

Benzo took a step back. “We're clear. W—what do we call you?” 

“In Maidenhall, they call me the Scarred Man.” 

That did the trick. 


Chapter 11 
The Fan and the Bellows 


Hillsborn relied on the comings and goings of merchants and 
caravans that originated in the Warehouse and Market Districts of 
Maidenhall. With the fall of Boss Sarpa and the rise of the Scarred 
Man redefining the hidden power structure in Colivar’s Capital, word 
of the change had quickly reached the foothills of the Ironbark 
Mountains. After a short conversation cementing my standing, 
Benzo and his men scattered back to their posts, leaving us in the 
square with Half Moon and a few other elves. Yseria was the center 
of their attention as they made introductions. 

“Tm Sendal Half Moon, and this is my partner Loro Dawn.” The 
light elves had poetic names to bolster their otherwise humble 
standing. 

A dark elf stepped forward. “I am Ghee of Lieve, and these are my 
brothers, Gunn and Grail. Prince, we are honored by your presence.” 
With his higher standing, he spoke for them all. 

The dark elf City-State of Lieve was hidden away somewhere in 
the southern Ironbark Range. Unlike the light elves, their darker 
brethren took great pride in their reclusive city-states and the long- 
running bloodlines that ruled them. 

“Why do you call me a Prince?” I had nothing to show and lacked 
any token of office. 

The golden amulets that had magically cemented my standing 
within the line of Ylamil were currently on their way back home to 
the King of Bastian for safekeeping. Residing in the Everest 
Mountains far to the north, I doubted his reach would have any 


power in Hillsborn or Lieve. 

“Tt is plainly apparent. You speak our tongue like an elf of high 
standing, and your bodyguard carries a black blade. Only those 
protecting a Royal line wield such blades.” 

I didn’t speak High-elf but assumed that the power of the Ylamil 
King’s amulets had altered their perception and mine. 

“He is Prince Ylamil-Storm,” Yseria confirmed for the small group. 
“We are on our way to Tannoo on family business and need a guide 
through the Ironbark mountains so we can move faster than the 
caravans.” 

“You will have it, sister. My partner and I will lead you through,” 
Sendal replied. “We’ve crossed the Fuga border many times.” 

Viren had been a silent watcher for the evening’s activities, finally 
revealing the reason for his discomfort, “Ara, I can’t understand a 
word any of you are saying.” 

Yseria held a certain standing all on her own as a Bastian royal 
guard. She set the rules for our ride into Fugaku, “We have guides for 
tomorrow, and they will stick to the common tongue so that Master 
Drake can follow it.” 

HHA 

There may have been Gray House watchers in the cloud-tossed 
hills or covering the gates surrounding Hollen City, but they weren't 
looking for a band of five riders, three being elves. After a week-long 
ride from Hillsborn, we followed a caravan through Hollen’s southern 
gate as dusk approached. For their own safety, I thanked Sendal with 
a bonus and immediately cut the elves loose. They’d find the next 
caravan heading back to the southwest. 

With the elves gone, we finally relaxed and considered our moves 
and motivations. Yseria had been her saintly self the past few days, 
but Viren Drake had seemed bothered ever since our first night in 
Hillsborn. 

I cornered the man as we ate dinner at the Five-Legged Horse, a 
rustic yet charming pub in Lower Hollen. “Viren, what’s on your 
mind?” 

Viren Drake always had the strongest conscience of anyone I knew 
and the guts to speak up in the face of his unease. “What happened 


with the boss of Hillsborn?” 

“An interesting fellow, hiding behind the guise of a strong-armed 
blacksmith,” I replied, keeping things light. 

Sure, there was plenty of blood on the boss’s big hammer. His 
reach spread firmly across the town, but the man knew how to be 
subtle too. He even had a witch on his payroll, and she’d known 
precisely what the boss would want. 

“How did you change his mind?” Drake pressed. “One moment, 
he was ready to take the dagger and run us out of town, and the 
next, he was on the floor, totally obedient and willing to follow your 
every command.” 

“There was a reason I had that dagger destroyed. It was a cursed 
device.” 

“You used the dagger’s curse on him when you stabbed him in 
the arm?” 

“The dagger, like your wolfhound, had a mind of its own, and it 
did what it does.” 

“What does it do?” 

After an admittedly rough start where one of us may have stabbed 
the other, Viren and I were becoming friends, maybe even family. 
There had even been some biting involved during that darkest of 
nights as we made introductions in the Akio Valley, and it was for 
that reason that I hesitated before answering. 

“Tt’s a soul-eater,” I explained. “If it doesn’t kill you immediately, 
you will wish that it had. The pain is beyond anything you will ever 
know.” 

I could feel Drake’s reaction coming like a right hook headed for 
my jaw. I slowly reached out and placed my hand on Yser’s arm. 

“You really are one dark fether, you know that?” he spoke with a 
hint of disgust softened by a brotherly smile. 

I tried my best not to take it badly. My actions in Hillsborn weren't 
the examples that would send his opinion of me south. I’d done far 
worse, and he knew it. I’d also done far, far better, and he knew that 
too. 

“Viren, I’m the Wind Catcher. I turn the Black upon those that call 
it. There is nothing darker in this world that anyone could do and 


nothing that I could offer you other than the fact that the Hillsborn 
boss got what he’d asked for.” 

“Did he deserve it?” Saint Yseria chimed in with the question of 
the evening. 

That depends on who you ask, doesn’t it? 

“No, not at all. Nobody deserves that sort of pain or loss of will,” I 
replied. “But it is the Law of the Gray, and I don’t regret for a moment 
what I did in Hillsborn, certainly not to a man with that harsh of a 
hold on life.” 

The boss had experienced the dagger’s curse for ten heartbeats, 
and I had carefully watched its effect. Another dozen, and he might 
have lost his mind entirely. I’d once experienced the stab of a soul- 
knife for several hours, an eternity by my count, and at times, I still 
sought the remnants of my mind that had disappeared that evil 
night. My vocal cords had yet to fully heal. 

“What are we doing in Hollen?” Viren asked, satisfied by my 
straight answers. 

His eyes seemed to harden as I replied, “More of the same.” 

HHA 

For once, we’d caught the governor by surprise; he wasn’t waiting 
for us out in the courtyard as we rode up to his locked front gate. The 
guard had been doubled in reaction to the dried blood that painted 
the cobbles inside his tall white stone walls. 

We announced our presence, and, eventually, Tiso Lin, the estate 
manager, arrived to confirm our identities and allow us in. As the 
official son of Lord Naam, I was beginning to feel slighted, and 
Yseria noticed. 

“What are we doing here?” she asked. “It smells like a morgue.” 

She wasn’t far off. A haze of gray energy permeated the manor 
house, and I wouldn't be surprised if late Uncle Hilo walked around 
the corner to greet us. 

We were shown into Almer Na’am’s study, where Tiso declared, 
“Your sons, Lord Na’am.” 

A man without a family, Almer wore his black hat of mourning, 
and he appeared to have aged a full decade since our last meeting 
only a month before. His eyes were dark, bloodshot, and a bandage 


wrapped his hand. His mind whispered to itself, trembling at the 
day’s slow passing, while his soul supplied an enduring grief that 
seemed to block out all other thoughts. Eventually, his soul might 
right the balance, exchanging gossamer for silk, but not anytime 
soon. 

Naam seemed self-conscious in his reduced state and irritated by 
our stares. “What did you expect to find here?” 

“Not this,” I replied, sitting down on the couch across from him. 
“What happened?” 

It wasn’t an accusation, though it certainly could have been. 

Naam was a schemer at heart, working around and within the 
web of Fuga politics and always bargaining with a gray wind that 
seemed to haunt his talented family. He’d grieved the loss of his 
brother and each of his children, though two still remained, as 
ghosts, under my protection in Maidenhall. Their existence wouldn't 
emerge until the war was over, but I still had high hopes for 
Governor Na’am, the Lord of Hollen and father by decree to the Wind 
Catcher of Fugaku. It was his turn to pay the price that he had 
demanded of others. 

IT reached out and nudged his mind for attention and a response. 

“Rathven happened. They felt threatened by your existence and 
wanted the House of Naam to know it.” He wasn’t lying, except by 
omission. 

“They were right,” I replied. “Rathven should feel threatened by 
my existence and the fact that they’ve imprisoned my father.” 

The bars of his prison were as familiar and fresh as a harsh night 
in Hillsborn, and my bellows were working overtime beneath a vat of 
rage. 

“Well, your father deserves worse,” Almer Na’am still struggled 
with his guilt, poorly hidden beneath his grief at losing his three 
children. 

I knew of his schemes and was sure he had plenty to confess in 
that regard. “Lord Na’am, I agree. Now tell me who or what you dealt 
away for the Wind Catcher.” 

He looked up and seemed startled at Viren Drake’s presence. 
“Becks,” Lord Na’am whispered. 


We knew that Becks was a target of House Rathven, and with his 
deep guilt being worn so openly, so did Almer Na’am. 

“What about Becks? What was the price of that exchange? And 
where’s Tila?” I wanted to pummel the stoic man before me. “What 
did Rathven really want?” 

I'd already guessed the answer to that. They were called ‘Gray 
Houses’ and ‘the Gray rules’ for a reason. The Gray Wind carried 
death, and that was the price for all transgressions in the Fuga 
underworld. We would play their game, catching the wind and 
bringing it home to their door. Black or Gray, it didn’t matter to me. 

“We are untouchable, but not so, our Houses,’ Lord Naam 
explained weakly. 

‘Justis Rathven told me the same during our meeting in 
Maidenhall. How were they planning on controlling the Wind 
Catcher if they couldn't kill us?” 

The old man shook his head. Naam was tied to a single line of 
thought, a prudent message for the Wind Catcher coming through, 
“To be untouchable is a lie.” 

“Lord Na’am, I offered the same sentiment to Justis Rathven right 
before I took his life.” 

The broken man jumped, suddenly alive and furious over the 
death of a true enemy. “You did what?” 

“No one is untouchable in the eyes of the Wind Catcher,” I stated. 
“Not even you, Almer Na’am. That is our secret, and that is why 
Rathven is so desperate for this.” I held out the black diamond ring. 
“Tell me what you see.” 

Hilo’s ghost appeared at his brother’s shoulder, a swindling, gray 
lord, whispering in Almer’s ear. 

“A collection of souls. A Black Fortune for exchange with the 
Infernal Realm,” Lord Na’am replied. 

“Do they speak to you? These imprisoned souls?” 

Almer Na’am was a minor seer of the Gray Wind. He spoke with 
his deceased brother, Hilo, usually in the quietest hours of the night, 
and it was these talks that often set him on the wrong path. 

Ghosts have a different perspective, and their idea of a good deal 
varied greatly from our reality, no matter how promising it seemed. 


With the Infernal, the difference was even more pronounced. 

He answered after listening for a moment, “They remain trapped 
within their prison. The souls have no voice. I know them not.” 

He returned the ring, and I placed it on my finger for safekeeping. 
It fit surprisingly well. 

“Lord Naam, tomorrow we leave for Tannoo to meet the 
Sovereign. I expect you to lead the way.” 

As it turned out, I wasn’t the only one. 

Hint 

Fugaku was a realm taller than wide, and a three-day ride was all 
it took to reach its capital city. Tannoo was at least as large as 
Maidenhall, stretched out along the east coast, and overlooking a 
sizable harbor and port district. The city’s walls were limited to the 
Sovereign’s Quarter and a few upscale neighborhoods, scattered 
throughout the urban landscape. 

The banner of House Naam was recognized as our escort 
approached the narrow entrance into the Crown’s domain. We 
breached the tall walls via a broad tunnel that ended in a large stable 
yard. On our left, an expansive wagon yard was filling up with the 
latest goods to arrive from the port below. 

Lord Naam explained, “Please leave your mounts here. Horses 
aren't allowed for personal use within the Sovereign’s domain. We’ll 
only be walking a short distance.” 

The fresh air had done the Governor some good, and Almer Na’am 
had set aside his hat of mourning halfway through our ride east. As 
he delivered us to the Crown Quarter, he seemed to relax even 
further. 

“And our weapons?” I asked him. 

“For you and your bodyguards, they’re allowed, though please be 
sure to have a good reason before drawing them in the presence of 
the Crown.” 

Lord Na’am himself seemed unarmed and completely at ease with 
being so. 

“And the Gray Houses? Where does Rathven live?” 

“Not far from the Crown Quarter, and they are certainly keen 
enough to note the arrivals at this gate.” 


“The sun upon your banner may have signaled the start of the 
next battle.” I looked at Yseria and Drake, nudging them with a touch 
of fear to get their hearts beating a bit faster. 

Yser gave me a look. “We're right here, you know. You don’t have 
to shout.” 

I was nervous. It wasn’t every day that you met the Sovereign of a 
foreign power or officially began a new career. 

“Lord Naam, what is your standing with the Sovereign?” 

“T have been elevated to sit on the Privy Council. It’s a high honor 
and a most trusted position. I’ve even been given a dwelling in the 
Crown Quarter not far from here, a permanent residence.” 

It sounded as if he’d benefited greatly from his deals, and yet we'd 
found him in full retreat, hiding back in Hollen City. His elevation 
wasn't what he’d expected, and I imagined the same might be true 
for me. 

“What do you believe the Sovereign of Fugaku expects of the 
Wind Catcher?” I asked. 

“Your title is symbolic, but your presence is a threat to the 
delegates of foreign Powers and local Houses that seek to push their 
agendas on the Crown of Fugaku. You are the means to wage a war, a 
means that the Sovereign currently lacks.” 

Lord Na‘am’s assessment matched that of Ambassador Howa and 
Justis Rathven back in Maidenhall. 

“T have been claimed as a weapon by the Crown and nothing 
more,” I remarked. “Where is the honor in that?” 

“Whether or not there is something more is yet to be seen.” Na’am 
led us into an enormous building that seemed to cover most of the 
block that we were on and directed us to a theater-shaped chamber, 
a comfortable arena with a large gallery of tiered seating surrounding 
the room. 

As late in the afternoon as it was, the place was still a hive of 
activity. One end held a dais and a limited set of Court personnel 
seated at nearby desks. The floor, kept clear in front of the raised 
platform, hosted an orderly set of chairs farther back with desks for 
scribes and courtiers to use during proceedings. I was impressed by 
how organized it all seemed compared to the Grand Hall of King 


Falbrenn, where the clerical work occurred completely out of sight of 
the King’s court and the bevy of admiring consorts that jousted for 
Falbrenn’s quill. 

Lord Naam presented himself to a courtier by the door and, given 
the signal, walked forward into the open space before the Sovereign 
of Fugaku. An audience with the King of Colivar could take days or 
even weeks to sort, but not so in the Fuga court. Being part of the 
Crown’s inner sphere certainly had its advantages. 

Sovereign Doyne of Fugaku remained seated as she took note, 
“Lord Naam, you have returned.” 

A simple statement, it said as much with its brevity as its tone of 
disappointment. 

Sovereign Doyne was a severe, slender woman of middling years 
with bright blue eyes beneath her straight, black hair. Forgoing a 
crown, she wore a silver dress fitted for the court, perfectly trimmed 
to catch the eye of all, yet unlikely to get in her way. Her gaze was 
regal, almost hawk-like in its stare from her perch on the dais above 
us. She was a striking woman, and my mind itched at her deception. 
She was furious at Lord Na’am’s sudden appearance. 

Almer Naam swallowed a sigh, “Sovereign, please forgive my 
absence. Having mourned the loss of Seer Naam, I am ready to 
attend to whatever you decree.” 

Standing a step behind the governor’s right shoulder, I almost felt 
pity for the man as we waited in the prolonged silence. 

“Governor, I have recently received word from Ambassador Howa 
promising the arrival of the Wind Catcher. Howa also conveyed the 
news of the death of Justis Rathven at the hands of the Colivarian 
Grays.” Sovereign Doyne failed to hide the satisfaction she felt in 
announcing the death of a long-time rival and her fear of reprisals 
that were sure to occur. 

“Sovereign, that confirms what Mono Rathven told me earlier this 
week. He was already aware of his brother’s demise, though I am 
unsure why he failed to share that news with you.” The poorly 
honored Governor of Hollen trembled as he mentioned the name of 
Mono Rathven. 

Sovereign Doyne returned to her state of impotent rage at the 


thought that she was last to know. She gripped the arms of her chair, 
keeping her seat with difficulty. Eyeing the well-filled gallery around 
her, she tried to brush it off, “Certainly, a war of the Grays is not my 
concern, though I see you’ve taken on some new bodyguards since 
we last met. Have you been threatened?” 

His children were beneath her concern. 

For the Crown to ask that question, surrounded by elite guards 
and loyal agents, was a clue of sorts to her own precarious position 
and her willingness to pretend otherwise in a public setting. Her 
supreme position was all a ruse. 

Naam looked around, staring into the eyes of the gallery, almost 
challenging them with his intensity. “These aren’t my bodyguards.” 

Tagged as untouchable, Lord Nahm was playing a dangerous 
game in front of a dangerous crowd. While the murmurs of 
background conversations continued, I could feel the room’s interest 
grow with his every word. It was as if Almer Na’am dared the room 
to act. That such sensitive conversations were held out in the open 
was both a surprise and a boon. 

Feth it. 

I stepped forward, standing beside Governor Na’am. 

My father spoke, “Sovereign Doyne, may I present to you, Ara 
Storm, Wind Catcher of Fugaku.” 

I enjoyed the collective feeling that filled the hall as fingers 
tightened on the hilts of swords and daggers. The Sovereign’s chair 
creaked in complaint of her strong grip. Crossbows weren't allowed 
in the hall for good reason, but daggers were, and I was sure that 
there were plenty of those waiting throughout the room with hands 
grasping to draw. 

Perhaps she’d been disappointed by the courtly appearance of 
Naam, but there was no hiding her chagrin as I stood silent and 
aloof, my youthful appearance and plain leather armor still filthy 
from the road. The hilt of my sword peered eagerly over my shoulder, 
wondering about the fuss. I’d been formally summoned by the Fuga 
Crown, and I'd responded, traveling more than a fortnight to Tannoo. 
It was her turn to explain my presence. 

Silence ensued. 


Lord Na’am peered at me. “Ara, it is customary for one to bow ata 
formal introduction to the Crown.” 

“Tm waiting,” I replied. “But Doyne seems to be sitting there like a 
puppet of Mono Rathven. Feth, I can see the strings from here.” 

The Sovereign leader of Fugaku bolted up out of her chair at that 
remark. “What?” she crowed. 

A Silver Crow, not a hawk after all, and certainly far less poetic in 
her regard for me. 

The gallery echoed her words in a growing uproar. 

I was a foreign-born son of Fugaku, and based on what I'd already 
seen, they could get used to it. Respect was earned, not entitled. It 
was given, not demanded of others, and I had enough of it for myself 
to ignore the nastier looks being thrown everywhere around the 
room. 

“Sovereign Doyne, please excuse my lack of understanding and 
my father’s failure to accurately inform me of the situation. I’d been 
told that your decree bestowing the title of Wind Catcher upon me 
was a great honor and that the Crown truly valued my service to 
Fugaku. I now realize that it was all a lie and that I’m merely a 
weapon being placed at your disposal without consideration for the 
price that I must pay to fulfill the role.” 

I'd gotten her attention, so I continued, “My father is a spider, 
coaxing the gray silk skillfully with his schemes. While he has 
already suffered from his decision to adopt me, he has demanded 
nothing of me in return. Now, I find a narcissistic silver crow, 
perched precariously on her throne, demanding my servility at the 
slightest twitch of her many feathers. Please know that I have my 
own domain to protect, and it is that which I value and respect. 
Justis Rathven failed to realize this when he visited Maidenhall and 
declared war upon my House. There he remains, strewn among the 
ashes of his men.” 

OK, so I may have called the Crown of Fugaku a liar and a 
narcissistic old bird, but that last comment wasn’t truly a threat. It 
was simply a message to the room at large. We all waited patiently 
for her reply. 

With the look of rage on her face, a red crow would have been a 


more fitting description, maybe purple, as Doyne responded, 
“Governor Na’am, please escort your son from this hall.” 

So ended my introduction to the Fuga court and Sovereign Doyne. 
I, for one, was satisfied with the exchange. 

I didn’t trust the Crown or Governor Na’am. They'd both claimed 
me, and yet they were both confused as to which rules applied and 
which didn’t. The more I thought about it, the only one that I could 
trust was Mono Rathven. For him, being a sworn enemy of the Wind 
Catcher was a full-time job, and I’d done my afternoon best to make 
sure of it. 

Naam fumed in my ear, “Ara, what was that?” 

I collected his anger, packing it into a ball of rage for later. 

“I know. Sovereign Doyne was utterly rude,” I scoffed. “Didn’t they 
teach her any manners in Crown school?” 

“What do you think you're doing?” he hissed. 

“Right now, I’m going to visit Mono Rathven. Why don’t you show 
us the way?” 

Almer Na’am ground to a halt at my suggestion. His anger fled, 
leaving him empty, almost lost. My eye was drawn to the bandage on 
his hand and the spot of red that argued there was more to the man 
than his penchant for the gray. His mourning had ended, while mine 
had only begun. 

The evening was arriving, and we'd been on the road most of the 
day. I wanted to visit Rathven before he thought to visit me with the 
full weight of his House. Perhaps I could appeal to his reason and 
sort this Black mess in a civilized manner. 

Who the feth was I kidding? 


Chapter 12 
The Gray Gambit 


It was becoming one long, ice-laden conversation, and I was glad 
that the three of us were sitting down. Being untouchable had that 
effect, stifling our urge to end the meeting in a violently satisfying 
manner. I would bide my time and follow the Gray rules until my 
own took precedence. 

“T like your ring,” Mono grinned darkly. He had that ability and 
had used it to full effect on the Crown. 

I wished that he’d show me how he did it. As Gray expressions go, 
I still had plenty to learn. 

We sat across from one another, a hair out of arm’s reach, in an 
upscale pub a couple of blocks from Mono’s manor house. We hadn't 
stopped in at Mono’s home uninvited but had simply walked past it 
in search of some food and a place to rest. 

Almer Na’am sat in between us, to my right, silent as the grave. 
Drake and Yser sat at another table within earshot, and our small 
Hollen guard escort relaxed around the bar counter halfway across 
the room. 

Rathven had brought in a pair of husky bodyguards, both standing 
behind him, and a young woman, the daughter of Justis Rathven, 
who stood off to one side, barely out of my line of sight. They each 
absorbed the heat of the room with their cold stares. 

Outside the pub, front and back, I sensed a predator’s emptiness 
in more underworld professionals watching the back alley and the 
street. Nobody would be coming in or going out without Mono’s 
permission. We were all locked in for this meeting, like the boss’s 


eyes on my new ring. 

“Tt was a gift, but more of an invitation,” I replied. “Black has 
always been my color and my concern.” 

“A gift from my brother?” he asked, a skeptic, not a fool. 

Not entirely. 

“Justis had a change of heart, and in the end, he only saw red. He 
believed that he was untouchable, even as he declared war on a Gray 
House in a foreign city. He paid for his trespass and his mistake.” 

Mono was a sentimental sort, after all. I could feel the rage 
breaking through his iron walls, but his willpower fought it down. 
His clear sight showed him more than he wanted to see, and I was 
saving the good stuff for later. 

“Mono, your brother unleashed a demon assassin on Lord Na’am’s 
daughters, both of them,” I said. “The things that man did, the mess 
he made. For a father or a brother, it would be hard to forgive.” 

Lord Naam, strangely mute in Mono’s presence, didn't even flinch 
at my words. Rathven seemed puzzled, as if he were reading a book 
and had hit a difficult passage. His clear sight lurked, not finding any 
untruth in my remark. 

“You know of the demon?” he asked. 

“As the Wind Catcher, I must. Why else would I visit Tannoo?” I 
laid it out for him, offering him vague hints in answer to his vague 
questions, nothing more. 

Mono continued to size me up, “There is a rumor of discord 
among the Houses here. Perhaps you seek to profit by fanning the 
flames between us all.” 

Profit had never been my goal, but good luck getting that through 
the minds of Rathven and Rhill. The time for vagueness was over. 

“You have tied your fate to the powers of Unreality, and your Gray 
rules twist everything, equating profit and fear. That is the basis for 
your wars, your threats, and the Black that corrupts Tannoo. Did 
House Rathven profit from the war that your brother so brazenly 
declared in Maidenhall? If so, what did you earn from his folly?” 

I glanced over at his niece. 

She wore a necklace of amber, muting her thoughts and 
emotions, but it didn’t hide the recognition or the anger on her face. 


It was a great introduction to her family for us both. 

Lacking a good answer, Mono poked another potential sore spot, 
“T’ve heard you aren’t enamored with Sovereign Doyne, or was it the 
other way around?” 

No sense in pretending otherwise, I went with the outcast 
approach. “Certainly, both. Doyne owes me for services rendered. 
Instead of rewarding me, the Crown seems more intent on 
controlling me, like certain Gray Houses that I know.” 

“Welcome to my world,” Mono opined. If he hadn’t put his hand 
in an Infernal bucket of tar, we might have been friends. 

Too late for that. 

I turned and smiled at Mono’s niece. She was in her early twenties 
and about the same age as Becks when Na’am’s daughter had 
infiltrated the Gray Houses of Tannoo. I couldn't resist informing the 
girl on a few things and tweaking Mono in the process. Drake would 
have to forgive me later. 

“Miss, I met your father. He was extremely open about his 
feelings for Lord Na’am’s oldest daughter. Seems that they were a real 
item while she was shackled to a bed.” 

Mono’s grin finally broke. “Cress, please step outside.” 

“Ready to get down to business?” I asked. 

“Before we go any further, let’s get one thing straight. This is my 
city, and you are the interloper.” 

“Both the Crown and your brother seemed to think that I belong 
here, but I’m happy to ask the Sovereign her opinion if you'd like to 
settle that question first.” 

Mono had something else in mind entirely. “I’m not one to run to 
the Crown for every answer. I’ve got a far more entertaining way for 
you to prove that you belong.” 

Hint 

The Gray rules were wonderful at cutting through the chaff of the 
underworld, and the tape was red for a reason. Nearing midnight, we 
watched the violent action from the owner’s private platform 
overlooking a vast indoor arena. The floor below us was covered in a 
sand stained crimson-brown from regular use. 

The spectator stands that circled the huge hall nearly buckled 


from the raucous, tightly packed crowd. Word had gotten around 
about the interloper, and I was there hunting for one myself. 

I'd sent Lord Na’‘am away with his escort, promising to meet him 
the following morning if all went well. We had some patching up to 
perform with the Crown. I was left with a decidedly nervous pair of 
bodyguards to watch my back amid an entirely hostile crowd of 
House Rathven sycophants, bruisers, and angry drunks. The crowd’s 
chaotic energy fed me until I was ready to burst. 

“Isn't she a little young for all this?” I asked Mono while I eyed his 
niece, Cressida. I didn’t see any resemblance to the boss. 

The girl seemed anxious in her place at Mono’s right hand, and 
she certainly didn’t know what to make of me. Her body was athletic 
and toned in all the right places. I thought she might do alright in the 
fighting pit below, given a sharp enough weapon, but oddly enough, 
she appeared entirely unarmed. 

I'd been scanning for demons on or around the premises and had 
come up empty. In Maidenhall, an underboss had used demon- 
infested citizens as a special form of violent entertainment. It gave 
the locals a message along with their winnings that they might be 
part of the next main event if they didn’t stay in line. 

“Feth, I bet she’s older than you.” Mono had a point. 

“You don’t seem like a man that hedges his bets,” I offered, 
fiddling with my new ring. “Are you ready to wager, or would you 
like to hop in the ring with me? I’m happy either way.” 

I didn’t know what he was after, besides the ring, and the more I 
could learn from his bets, the better. 

“Let’s start small,” he smiled, holding up a familiar, ornate soul- 
dagger. “You didn’t think that you could destroy one of these, did 
you? I’ll admit I was surprised when it appeared on my altar last 
week, but it’s still tied to that ring of yours and will be even after the 
contract is fulfilled. Why don’t we see how close the contract is to 
being complete?” 

Mono wasn’t starting small. He tossed the dagger into the ring 
next to a pair that were going at it with their fists. The crowd loved it. 
Rathven was playing with hellfire, and the witch in Hillsborn had 
seemed to think that the ring was almost full. If that were true, the 


crowd would soon be screaming a different tune. Midnight in the 
Garden of Tannoo was about to arrive in the darkest of ways. 

I was all in on the game. “Mono, I admire your honesty. Who 
made the Infernal contract?” 

“My cousin Oslo. You'd better hope he’s ready and willing to chain 
whatever comes through the Veil looking for the bearer of that ring.” 

We both knew what would be coming through. A chain would be 
necessary. An army might help as well. 

“Perhaps Oslo should be on hand, just in case,” I nodded, making 
sure the ring would slide on and off easily enough. 

Mono took the hint and whispered to one of his bodyguards, 
sending them running. Cressida Rathven hovered at Mono’s 
shoulder; her interest in the conversation was growing by the 
second. 

“You're trading a Black Fortune for what sort of demon?” I stalled 
for time until Oslo showed up. There could be only one demon that 
would be worth it for Rathven, the type that they’d chained once 
before. 

A shriek echoed around the arena, signaling a winner in the 
match below. The victor left the dark dagger in his opponent’s eye 
and collected the money thrown his way. The loser was left lying on 
the sand for the next bout to notice or ignore. 

My ring flickered a brilliant white once, but the diamond settled 
back to its original black. I thought red would have been more 
appropriate. 

“All I know is that they are completely unstoppable,” Mono 
quipped. His eyes had been watching the ring too. 

Rathven was magically shielded, like his niece, but this close to 
me, I could feel his anxiety and smell the sweat beginning to form 
on his brow. He desperately needed the ring before the contract paid 
off. He was in a bind, and I was happy to leverage his concern for all 
it was worth. 

I raised the stakes, “Drake, hop into the pit and get that dagger. 
Kill anyone that tries to take it from you.” 

I would have bet plenty that Viren Drake was yearning for the 
chance. He was standing among the clan that had done their best to 


destroy his wife, and the former Recon sergeant had plenty of skill to 
even the score. 

“Now, we're talking. What’s the wager?” Mono followed the Gray 
rules to the letter. He couldn't lay a hand on me, but he could strike 
at my House, my family, or my bodyguards, and given a chance, I 
could do the same to him. 

“If my bodyguard survives three rounds one-on-one, he keeps the 
dagger, and I get your niece.” 

Cressida stared at her uncle. She was ticked at both of us and had 
been all night. She tried not to look in my direction, but I’d caught 
her glancing at the ring as often as Mono. Somehow, she was as 
invested as her uncle in this whole dark deal. 

“A bodyguard for a family member isn’t on the level,” Rathven 
spat. 

“That bodyguard is my brother-in-law. He’s part of my House and 
my family. Why do you think he’s here with me in Tannoo?” 

Mono took a moment to sort that out. Hiding a small spike of 
jealousy, he was all in. “Fine, but I want her if he loses.” 

Yseria almost bit off his finger. 

“No, you can't have my sister too, but I’ll up it to five opponents 
instead of three to give you better odds.” 

“Agreed,” he said, turning away from his niece and her look of 
disbelief. “And the ring?” 

“Tt’s still on the table,” I replied. “You said that we’d start small. So, 
let’s begin and see what the night brings.” 

HHA 

Viren looked up at me again. He’d dropped his third opponent 
using a flurry of slashes with his combat blade before finishing the 
kill with the dagger. The ex-Recon sergeant knew where to cut to 
instantly disable or disarm his foes, and with his Fuga good looks, he 
was proving to be a crowd favorite. 

I was betting that their enthusiasm wouldn't last as long as his 
winning streak. 

Oslo Rathven peered over my shoulder, shaking his head. It had 
been close; the ring’s diamond flickered a brilliant white for a full 
heartbeat before returning to black. With his semi-bald pate of 


greasy hair, Oslo had also been close, too close, and was in dire need 
of a bath. 

Mono continued to sweat in the stuffy arena, and I decided it was 
time to push the heavy man a bit, giving him a nudge of fear. 

“Tm happy to take Cressida right now if you're willing to 
concede,” I offered. “It’ll leave you a few extra hands for tomorrow.” 

“Feth, but you know how to push it, Storm. Let’s see how your 
man does with a real pair.” 

Two of Rathven’s ever-present guards climbed over the railing and 
descended into the pit, drawing sabers and daggers. Their two-fold 
reach might be a problem for Drake. 

“Hold!” I shouted. “Master Rathven, while I’m intrigued by your 
pair of jacks, my queen would like to call your bet.” 

“So be it,” he nodded, and Yser vaulted over the rail, leaving my 
back completely unguarded and the ring of Black Fortune shaking on 
my hand. 

I shouted out one final order, “Sister, leave something for Drake!” 

Viren spun the soul-dagger high in the air, and the crowd went 
nuts. 

Yser planted herself in the center of the arena, drawing her two- 
handed black blade while Drake began to circle slowly behind one of 
the two guards, forcing the man to shift back toward his partner. 

Oslo stood by my right shoulder while Mono Rathven leaned 
forward against the rail, still enjoying the night. 

All eyes were glued to the scene below. 

Yser stepped between the two Rathven sabers on purpose, leaving 
them a bit confused and unsure of her intentions. They each had a 
good foot in height advantage over my diminutive sister, but they 
didn’t have a lifetime of study under Andarion the Blade. 

Mono let out a shrill whistle. 

Yser moved forward, her longer blade forcing the men onto their 
back feet and drawing their attention to the sharpness of its edge. 

Drake darted past the nearest, dragging his weapon across the 
man’s elbow and partly disarming him. 

The wounded man didn’t dare look away from Yseria’s whirling 
blade, nor did he have a chance to pick up his dagger from the 


ground. 

Viren reversed course and planted the black dagger into the 
middle of the fellow’s back. 

I turned the ring, hiding the black stone in my palm as Drake 
yanked out the dagger, and Yser pressed her attack on the other 
guard. 

Mono’s second bodyguard wasn’t bad. The fact that he lasted a full 
thirty count against Yseria made him a master in my book. In the 
end, he was disarmed, literally, and he died with a dagger of false 
mercy in the back of his skull. 

It was a false mercy for us all. 

Oslo pulled at my arm, trying to get a reading on the diamond. 

I showed him my hand with the fang-blade, piercing his chest to 
the hilt. Six inches of Kjaira fang into his heart proved instantly fatal. 

The alpha’s power spiked, and the wail of Promise shook the arena 
with a vibration of blackest joy, “Heart blood of a shaman!” 

“What have you done?” Mono screamed above the din of the 
crowd around us. 

“Looks like I’ve won the bet. Cressida, please climb into the pit. 
Stand beside my bodyguards, or you will die.” I didn’t expect her to 
follow my orders, but I couldn’t renege on the wager. 

Lifting my hand, I showed off the ring’s clear diamond, and 
suddenly, I was in charge. 

Mono backed away, shaken, pulling his three remaining guards 
with him as his niece climbed over the rail and hurried down. 

“Mono,” I saluted. “Thanks for the entertaining night. I hope it 
was worth it.” The man’s face clearly conveyed the notion that we 
werent done with our dealings, but only if we both survived the 
night. 

I could feel it now. A focused wave of black energy surging toward 
the arena, less than a mile away. 

“My sister comes! We must fight!” Promise wailed again in my 
mind, its energy taking control. 

I leapt over the railing, landing beside Cressida and swatting her 
backside to make her move faster. It wasn’t me. It was Promise, I 
swear. 


Time was running out. 

The boss’s platform was empty. 

Screams from outside wormed their way into the room, and the 
exits flooded as a feeling of certain doom grew with the night-beast’s 
approach. Bodies scattered, some broken and tossed, as a sleek, 
black demon landed on the sand in front of me. With six-inch claws 
and eight-inch fangs, the demon incarnate easily dwarfed Sorrow in 
overall size. Its eyes glowed the orange-red of embers, an eternal fire, 
shimmering and pulsing with the beat of my heart. 

Promise hissed, “Madd-Jak!” 

The death-demon lunged forward, swatting at my head. 

I ducked and punched outward with Promise, nicking the shadow 
cat’s ear. 

It lowered its head and dove into me, clamping down on my right 
vambrace and carrying me over backward. 

I followed it in a roll, and my left shoulder popped out of its joint 
as I was driven hard into the well-packed sand. 

“Back off, sister!” I more than nudged at the broodkin with my 
mind, slowing it for a moment. 

My fang-blade punctured the shadow-cat’s shoulder, causing it to 
let go of me and scurry backward, a stuttering hiss escaping its 
throat. 

Standing, I tried and failed to draw Exile. 

Feth. 

The power of the brood shifted over me; a dominant presence 
peered through my eyes. Promise screeched in my ears, commanding 
her sister to heel, “Madd-Jak, don’t ruin the unchained. He already 
bears the mantle of Firefanged.” 

The nearly empty room echoed with its complaint. 

The night-demon lay down before me and rolled onto its side, 
licking at its minor wound as Promise continued to wail, “Madd-Jak, 
consent to our brood order or be sent back home.” 

“As you wish, my sister. I was only playing,” it replied. 

Thad caught the Black Wind again, and it was only playing. 

ETH. 

I sliced my palm and held it out to the night-demon. It sniffed me 


and licked my hand, my arm, and my face before settling back down. 

A bond had been planted, but it would take time to grow. 

Yser ducked under my shoulder, pulling and guiding my arm back 
into place with a pop. “You still have that sling?” 

“Of course, but it’s back with the horses,” I said. 

Cressida walked up and handed Yser the leather strapping and 
sheath from one of the dead guards. She looked completely lost 
within the scene, her eyes darting about from me to the death- 
demon in terror. I'd won her from Rathven and didn’t have a clue 
what that meant to the Gray Houses of Tannoo. It probably meant 
that she was deemed expendable and nothing more. I'd also won the 
shadow cat and knew exactly what that meant in the realm of the 
Wind Catcher. 

As Drake pulled the dark dagger from the skull of the final guard, I 
waved and held out my bloody hand. As much as I hated chains, a 
night-demon incarnate was far too dangerous to have around in 
such a violent and chaotic form. I hoped that the option on hand 
would suffice. 

“Promise, I need to carry Madd-Jak with us in a new form. Tell her 
to sleep, and when she wakes, she will have a new home.” 

As Drake handed me the dagger, its power bit into me, gnawing at 
me through the open wound in my palm. Somehow, I knew the 
painful connection was necessary and felt the dark blade consume a 
small piece of my soul. 

I staggered around behind the Kjaira and plunged the dagger into 
the back of its skull. 


Chapter 13 
A Devil’s Dozen 


The ring took the name Madd-Jak after its current resident. It 
meant Eternal Scar and met all of the poetic requirements for a 
demon in exile. Its diamond stone had returned to an inky black yet 
would occasionally flicker with the red-orange glare of the playful 
death-demon’s eyes. This one would be trouble, I was sure. 

With the Kjaira soul of Madd-Jak captured within the ring, the 
demon’s body would disintegrate to nothing over the next day or 
two. We’d broken a few oil-filled lamps over the demon’s smoldering 
carcass to speed up the process, but not before Viren removed its 
massive fangs. I rubbed them across my palm, hoping that my blood 
would preserve them as it had with the fangs of Fei-Krull, the demon 
incarnate whose soul had been renamed Sorrow after its demise two 
years earlier. 

Freaked by the encounter and the imprint of fear that we'd all felt 
as the night-beast appeared, sleep was out of the question. We 
walked down to the docks and found a fisherman willing to sail us 
out into the bay in the predawn light. A mile from the shore, I threw 
the soul-dagger toward the glowing horizon, leaving its appetite in 
the hidden deep. 

On the way back in, we caught the sunrise over the vast Eastern 
Sea. Surprisingly, the moving sight was a first for us all. Back on dry 
land, we took the time to introduce ourselves to Cressida Rathven, 
our new and mostly silent companion. 

“Cress,” was her unsettled reply. She wasn’t doing well with the 
current situation. In some ways, she reminded me of Laila Storm in 


her abject need and emptiness. 

“Are you a hostage?” I asked. 

Only having asked for Cressida Rathven as a way to balance the 
scales in my wagering the night before, I didn’t know what to make 
of the young woman. Well, that, and it had been a test of Mono 
Rathven. At that moment, he’d passed, but the day was still young. 

Yser and Drake were fighting hard with their smiles, loving my 
confusion and discomfort. They were hardened thugs, both, and still 
reliving their fun time in the underworld pit, while I was doing my 
best to put it out of my mind. Being batted about by a shadow cat 
was more than I could handle, ever. 

“No, I’m your hostage,” Cress replied. “I belong to only one man, 
just like I belonged to Mono Rathven. You have a House, don’t you? 
You can protect me from the wolves of the Grays?” 

Her need for protection surprised me. 

“If you recall, I protected you from an incredibly dangerous 
demon last night. Was there a reason Mono agreed to let you go? Are 
you slow in some way?” I replied. 

“As you say,’ she nodded, ignoring my jibe. “What do we do 
now?” 

“Assuming you own more than the clothes on your back, we stop 
by Mono’s house so you can pack. Tell me you have a horse.” 

“T have a horse.” 

“You're good with short sentences. I think we can work with that,” 
I teased. 

I was coming down from the events of the night and the fact that 
I'd survived another Kjaira incarnate with minimal damage. You 
couldn’t ruin my mood, but Cress had other ideas. 

“Tell me you have a house, a place to sleep,” she countered. 

Now it was my turn to look lost. “No, I don’t. Not in this city.” 

Cress wasn't about to let that go. “And what are you going to do 
about that? I mean, assuming that you aren’t slow or something.” 

She was right. I'd already burned my bridges with Sovereign 
Doyne and Mono Rathven, and I found myself lacking any support or 
even a place to rest. Standing in the middle of a foreign city in the 
middle of a war, I was the slow one. Feth. 


“IT guess we could always trade you back to Mono in return for a 
guarantee of safety.” 

“And why would I want to go back to House Rathven? There’s 
nothing left for me there,” she griped, becoming furious. “What did I 
ever do to you?” 

“Umm, I think that you're forgetting something important.” 

“What?” she pouted, swaying in her anger. 

“T killed your father,” I said, drawing Promise. “I pierced his heart 
with this. The same goes for your cousin, Oslo.” 

“Now you're trying to get me into bed or something?” Cress was 
cute when she was mad. 

I certainly hoped that I was cute when I was confused. “What?” 

She put me in my place yet again, “If you didn’t smell like the pit, 
I might even consider it.” 

“Really?” I smiled. “Just my luck that there isn’t a bath for miles 
around. I mean, we’re in the middle of Tannoo after all, and well, I’m 
just trying to fit in.” 

“Yes, really. You were right about Justis Rathven. He was a sadistic 
rapist and worse, and I wasn't his daughter. I was only a possession 
of House Rathven. I’ve never been considered anything like a loyal 
hand or a part of the family, let alone a queen.” Cress looked at Yseria 
with envy, dousing the smile on my sister’s face. 

“But your uncle Mono didn't feel the same way about you. He 
cared about you,” I replied. It was a stretch, but I hoped there was 
some truth behind my remark. 

“How the feth do you figure that?” Cress spat. 

“Tt’s simple. Last night, he hedged his bets.” 

The last time the head of a House had done the same in my 
presence, it had been the right move, preserving his line. Cressida 
Rathven had reminded me about who and what I am. I couldn't 
make peace, but I could end a war. I just didn’t know Mono Rathven 
well enough to guess his next move. Things had changed drastically 
for all parties involved last night, including one vulnerable Wind 
Catcher. 

“Cress, I think I’m due to revisit the Sovereign, but first, let’s make 
a quick stop at Rathven Manor.” 


HHH 

We arrived back at the Crown Quarter with Cressida’s horse and a 
heavily laden nag in tow. She didn’t know the first thing about 
packing light. Hostages. Who knew? 

Mono had been out, but a message had been left, providing an 
invitation for a meeting with the Crown. I figured the best place to 
negotiate would be in front of the Sovereign, safely beneath the 
Crown Hall's two-weapon limit. 

Yseria made short work of refitting my trusty sling, pinning my 
left arm into place across my chest. While my arm could move 
within a fairly normal range, my heavy left vambrace had needed 
some help, and the intense ache in my shoulder improved 
immensely by taking the weight off of the joint. 

As we walked on toward our date with the Crown, a squad of 
Recon troops moved to block our way. A well-dressed Colonel 
stepped forward. 

“Colonel Reno, it’s great to see you again,” I offered my best Fuga 
salute. “Can I help you?” 

“You've already done plenty, Storm. I’m here to intercept you just 
in case you were planning on making your way back to the Crown 
Hall.” 

I feigned innocence, “Is there a problem?” 

How could there not be? 

Reno looked me over, assessing the damage and my general state 
of disrepair. “No, Storm, but it has come to our attention that the 
Wind Catcher of Fugaku is in desperate need of grooming. Please 
follow us.” 

Colonel Reno and his Recon Corps were the tip of the spear for the 
Fuga Army. Two months ago, the elite unit had been given the job of 
countering a demonic incursion that had emerged in the Akio Valley 
on the realm’s northern border. They’d been mauled terribly, losing 
more than half of their men. The remainder of the corps survived 
due to the arrival of Company Storm. We were the real tip of the 
spear when it came to facing the Infernal, and as a good deed never 
goes unpunished, I’d earned the Fuga title of Wind Catcher and an 
invitation to a Gray war. 


Our group traversed the Crown Quarter, admiring the local 
architecture and angling toward the exclusive neighborhood's back 
corner. Colonel Reno walked at my side, his Recon squad leading the 
way. We arrived at an immense, beautiful manor house, three stories 
tall and faced with a chalk-colored stone. A full platoon of Recon 
troopers guarded it. 

“Sovereign Doyne has certainly got a nice place,” I said. 

“She does, but this isn’t it. This house belongs to the Wind 
Catcher.” 

“Does it have a bath?” I asked, peering back at Cressida. 

She crossed her arms and glared at me. 

“Tt has several,” Reno replied. “And I’d suggest you make use of 
them. Sovereign Doyne would like to see you this afternoon, mid- 
mark, to revisit yesterday’s events. She mentioned something about 
a demon in the city last night and a few other things.” 

I was sure ‘a few other things’ included a long list of expletives 
about the mouthy, young Wind Catcher. “Colonel Reno, would you 
believe me if I told you that I was a Colonel in the Colivarian Army?” 

“Nothing you tell me at this point would surprise me, Colonel 
Storm.” 

“Great. Please help our hostage with her heavy travel bag. I’m on 
my way to take a bath with my sister.” I walked off basking in the 
effect of my words on the Colonel and Cress while Yseria and Drake 
did their best to stifle a laugh. 

Yser helped me get unbuckled for a bath in the grand suite on the 
manor’s top floor. She’d been my personal medic and bodyguard 
from the moment I’d met her, and she knew all of my scars and 
pains. 

We worked through a plan for the coming day, before I staggered 
from the bath into the bedroom. Collapsing face down on a massive 
marvel of comfort, it became crystal clear to me why the Fuga 
nobility always seemed entirely too chipper. Four hours later, I was 
being dragged out of bed and dressed by Yser and a Recon trooper. 
My armor had been scoured clean, and my living room table was 
covered in food. Drake and Cress were already dressed and digging 
in. 


“How come Yseria gets to see you naked, but not me?” Cress 
asked. “She wouldn’t even let me go near you after your bath.” 

There was a reason for that, I was sure, but I couldn’t remember it 
at the moment. Actually, there were several, which began to pop in 
my head as Yseria pinched my ear lobe and pulled me toward the 
food. 

“Tm a bit shy around hostages,” I explained. “Even slow, but 
mildly attractive ones.” 

Yser let go and grabbed a plate laden with fruit. “He’s also spoken 
for by several beautiful and powerful women, one being his wife. So, 
you'd better get in line.” 

“Wait, there was a line?” I said, looking back at my open bedroom 
door. 

“Well, it wasn’t that long a line,” said Yseria. 

“Were you in it? If you were, it had to be short.” 

Before she could escape, I grabbed my elven bodyguard in a bear 
hug. “You were terrific last night with those two Rathven guards. I 
think Drake was enjoying all the attention before you jumped into 
the pit and stole it from him.” 

Yseria held me a moment longer than expected. “Why didn’t you 
let Mono Rathven include me in the night’s big wager?” 

“Just the idea of losing you terrified me,” I confessed. “I was sure 
things would never have gotten to that, but the worry would have 
been a big distraction at a time when I needed to be entirely 
focused.” 

Yser had done what I'd asked of her this morning, removing a 
shaded necklace from Cressida’s possession. The necklace had 
concealed our hostage’s thoughts and emotions from those around 
her, and its absence gave my empathic ability the opening it needed. 

“Wait, you knew that you would win? You picked me for a door 
prize?” Cress almost looked hurt, but she was stuffing her face at the 
moment, ruining the effect. She couldn't hide her true feelings, 
mostly centered around confusion and frustration. 

I couldn’t help feeling like I was to blame. “Something like that. I 
had to keep things on the level. Mono also knew that he would win, 
but only one of us was right.” 


Cress ignored my satisfied smirk, “You think that you’ve beaten 
Mono Rathven? How slow are you?” 

“Well, I got you, didn’t I?” 

It took Cress a moment to sort through that. “Ok, good point,” she 
said. “But Mono Rathven was still breathing the last time I saw him, 
and by the Gray rules, he’s still the boss of Rathven and completely 
untouchable.” 

Cress did have a point, which was impressive considering her 
extremely hazy mind. 

We'd have to sort through that soon. The more I looked, the less I 
liked of what I perceived. 

“T think maybe I’ve misnamed this little war,” I said to myself. 

HHH 

“Bodyguards will remain in the back of the hall today.” The 
courtier was pleasant, even as he did his best to piss me off. 

“These aren't bodyguards. They’re family, and she’s family to 
someone upfront,” I retorted. 

Lord Naam and Mono Rathven were waiting for us beneath the 
benevolent gaze of Sovereign Doyne. Our approach cornered the full 
attention of Crown Hall. 

“Welcome to my world, Wind Catcher.” Sovereign Doyne didn’t 
waste any time resetting our relationship. She guarded her emotions 
well. 

I stood to the right of Lord Almer Na’am; the man was a shaky 
barrier between warring parties. He’d been going steadily downhill 
since we'd arrived in Tannoo, and the damage existed far beyond my 
ability to cure. I fought the urge to vomit at seeing what they’d done 
to the man and stifled the urge to end him mercifully. Naam was still 
considered untouchable no matter how right the reason. 

It was time for me to make amends. “Sovereign Doyne, please 
forgive me for my overly candid display yesterday afternoon. A night 
in Tannoo can certainly alter one’s perspective of the challenges that 
you face.” 

“What did you learn?” she replied evenly. 

“T realized that, as the Wind Catcher, no one is untouchable in 
Tannoo.” I leaned closer to Lord Na’am as I said this, my left arm still 


pinned to my chest, positioned high across my heart. “Even my 
father.” 

“Are you suggesting that Lord Na’am has been calling upon the 
Black Wind?” 

I knew he hadn't. He’d always been a follower of the gray, but it 
didn’t hurt to ask. “What do you say, father? Have you been 
corrupted by the dark arts?” 

“Governor Na’am, your son, now,” Mono murmured to his left. 

Almer Na’am spun towards me, backhanding a small blade that 
he’d tucked in close to his wrist. It was a swift move, one that Viren 
Drake may have admired for its Recon-like efficiency. My right 
vambrace blocked it an instant before it reached my left eye. 

“Hold!” I screamed at my bodyguards, knowing their quick 
reactions. 

Almer Na’am coughed blood down the front of his shirt, unable to 
say good-bye as he toppled to the ground. Mono Rathven stood 
behind him, holding a dripping dagger of his own. 

The hall froze solid for a single heartbeat as my father fell, a 
lifeless husk on the floor. His final gray deal had gone bad. 

Promise wailed in my mind, “Heart’s blood!” 

“Guards!” Mono barked out an order, calling his men forward. 
“Lord Na’am attacked the Wind Catcher! We all saw it.” His face was 
stern, one of frightened concern, but I saw it for the act that it was. 
Mono Rathven smiled in victory, proud of his deviousness in killing 
an untouchable rival and a confidante of the Crown, no less. 

It was a two-pronged message. 

The Sovereign’s Own, a dozen guards in heavy leather armor and 
drawn sabers, had blocked the steps to the dais, a pretend wall 
setting the bounds of the stage for the coming scene. 

When had they arrived? 

Knowing that Rathven had done the dead man a favor by killing 
him didn’t hide the fact that Rathven had been the one to tear his 
mind to shreds first, right before I’d arrived in Hollen. Rathven had 
never cared about Naam, one way or the other. Almer Na’am was 
simply the bait for a well-placed trap on the floor of Crown Hall. 


|” 


“Cress! Come here!” Mono yelled at his former niece. Not happy 


with his usual three, he’d slipped into the middle of a dozen fresh 
bodyguards. He could count and multiply from the night before. 

So could I. 

I growled, my eyes locked onto those of Mono Rathven, “Cressida, 
stand by Yseria. Drake, please take a step back.” 

I didn’t need to check behind me to know that my companions 
were right where they should be, but their time in the ring was over. 
I stepped forward, closing with the Rathven group and its many 
duelists and dead-eyed assassins. 

Viren Drake had taught me to move in as close as possible before 
springing an ambush, so I drifted in among the sheep with my left 
arm still in a bind and my weapons sheathed. Waiting for me to 
draw my weapons in anger, Rathven’s hitmen couldn't brandish 
theirs on the Wind Catcher nor could they retreat. 

My right hand sat lightly on the hilt of my dagger, allowing my 
mind to rouse the Kjaira that it carried. Mono Rathven was more 
than irritated that Cress stood defiantly beside my bodyguards, but in 
a repeat of last night, he still thought that he’d won. 

Cress had been right, and I had listened. 

“Mono Rathven, you are condemned for dealing in the Black 
Wind. House Rathven’s Infernal contracts have brought a death- 
demon into the Realm of Fugaku and the City of Tannoo, and I have 
come to return it.” 

Promise wailed in unison with my words, sensing my 
determination and grief. 

Only I could hear its voice, but hearts began to beat faster around 
us, fueling a sinister hunger. Sensing a feast, the demon could add 
and multiply too. 

Sovereign Doyne saw her chance to accuse and took it, “Mono 
Rathven, have you been making deals with the Infernal Domain?” 

Rathven couldn't deny it. He never did, “What business is that of 
yours?” 

I whispered, “We will mourn at the end of the day, not before.” 

Promise wailed in agreement, “Never mourn before the task is 
done.” 

“T agreed to the Gray rules, never the Black,” the Crown of Tannoo 


made her case. “Your House and its status are forfeit.” She was bold 
behind her growing wall of protectors, making the decree that I 
needed to proceed. 

Rathven fumed, “Never! I decide my position in this city.” 

“Never again,” I whispered. “Perhaps he'd like to play with Madd- 
Jak.” 

Promise wailed again, sputtering with laughter. “Let Jak out to 
play! His men have chosen poorly, and they will feed us all!” 

Completely unaware of my closing presence, Mono taunted the 
Crown, “You haven't the power to respond. You couldn’t even protect 
your husband when he made the same decree.” 

I felt Sovereign Doyne shrink inward at that remark. An 
uncomfortable silence settled on the hall. 

“Yan Magata,” I hissed. “You chained a death-demon to our 
world.” 

Sovereign Doyne paled further at my words. 

Rathven smiled at her growing fear while I drank it in, feasting. 

“That’s Right!” Mono laughed. “Yan Magata will return and lay 
waste to the House of Doyne if it persists in its little war.” 

Promise screamed through my mind, hysterical in her mirth, and 
we whispered together, “J am already here.” 

The words echoed through the room, distracting Mono’s guards. 
Their eyes frantically searched the corners of the hall, unable to 
account for the presence hidden in their midst. Their minds couldn't 
grasp where I had gone. 

“Feth!” Mono flinched as I leaned into him, my breath warm 
upon his cheek. 

I'd disappeared and suddenly returned to his mind, standing 
inside his guard. His men had magically parted as I’d advanced, not 
wanting to touch the untouchable, but the truly untouchable lived 
within my head or slept within my dagger and my ring. 

“T am already here,” we whispered again. “But Yan Magata floats in 
a river of ash.” 

Mono’s heart skipped a beat as the hunger of Promise licked his 
mind, kindling his growing unease. 

I began to feast on it myself. My ring flickered a fiery red in 


anticipation. 

Cress had been right, and I had listened. 

“Where’s Magata?” Doyne called from her perch behind the low 
wall of men. She scanned the room for the assassin. 

Promise and Madd-Jak stalked forth in my mind, strong medicine 
for the thirteen standing around me. 

I whispered in Mono’s ear, “Magata was growing old. He was slow. 
His heart blood feeds me still.” 

“Heart blood!” Promise wailed. 

Mono was sweating within the chill that spread throughout the 
room, caught in his own trap, about to learn the truth that if you call 
the demon, it will eventually find you. 

I hissed, “Should I show you like I showed your twisted assassin? 
Like I showed your brother Justis? Like Oslo the Black? You are but 
one more heart to sate our hunger. Or is it a devil’s dozen?” 

I flooded the men around me with the darkest fear that I could 
pull off of Mono Rathven. Several vomited where they stood. 

The Sovereign’s Own Guard moved back a few steps, bracing 
themselves. 

“If you move, you die,” I stated for the room at large. 

I wasn’t sure that I could control Madd-Jak yet, but Promise was 
ready. As the first Rathven man made a break for it, the brood broke 
loose. 

We would mourn later. 

HHA 

“Thirteen,” Ayla said. “Mono Rathven has fed us. The War of the 
Tannoo Gray Houses should be ending soon.” 

Hart wept as she sat with Ayla on the couch in Tila’s room in 
Maidenhall. Her weak, distant connection to her brother weighed 
upon her mind; her view flooded with an alien presence and a pang 
of pure hunger. The Gray war had begun in earnest over the past day, 
and the inquisitor’s anxiety was overwhelming. The longer it lasted, 
the greater the damage to Ara and his psyche and the greater chance 
for irreparable harm to all. 

“Fourteen,” said Tila. “My father has joined his brother and mine.” 

“Not by Ara’s hand. Ara was fond of your father,” Ayla had her 


own connection through the brood. 

“Once, we all were,” Tila responded. 

Ayla saved her superpower for these special moments. “Will you 
be going with us to Berykholt? Captain Hartwell is taking the 
company, and Ara is supposed to meet us there.” 

“Juno’s already asked me,” Tila replied, hiding her smile. 

“Oh, and what did you say?” 

HHH 

They found me down by the docks, watching the sunrise over the 
waters of a blue-green bay. I wore red, the true color of mourning, 
and dedicated the beautiful sight to Almer Na’am, a man who, in the 
end, saw only the gray in life. 

Madd-Jak had made a great game of it, hunting through the port 
city, conquering Rathven Manor, and carving away all who dared 
resist us. We destroyed the Black altar and burned down the whole 
house for good measure. Several more houses had burned along 
with it, but most of those had belonged to Rathven, I was sure. The 
Crown could sort it out as they reclaimed the property. 

Promise had finally cornered its sister late in the night, forcing the 
soul of Madd-Jak back into the ring. The heart blood that Promise had 
consumed throughout the night had healed her from the many years 
of being chained to Yan Magata, and I couldn't help but wonder, with 
her immense power, how it hadn’t been the other way around. 

“You move, you die,” a rough elven voice coughed from behind 
me. Yseria’s amber scent drifted over the docks. 

A sharp stick, probably the fingernail of a dark elf, pressed 
harmlessly against the armor on my back. 

I spun and hugged my assailant before they could react. The 
warmth of it all felt great until I realized that I was staring at Saint 
Yseria over someone else’s shoulder. 

Feth. 

Cressida Rathven whispered in my ear, “Too bad you haven't had a 
bath yet, or this could get interesting.” 

She’d changed overnight, following the same lost path as Almer 
Naam. 

“And not a bath or bay for miles around,” I replied in good 


fashion. I let go of my mugger, but she didn’t. 

“Not yet, please.” She leaned into me, her head against my filthy 
shoulder. 

“Sorry about that, Cressida. I didn’t mean to scare you.” I brushed 
a smudge of red from her face and began to count in my mind, 
measuring the pain trapped within her, a stream of lava rolling 
beneath a mountain of confusion and loss. 

“Call me ‘Cress,” she swayed. “After yesterday, I might even forgo 
the bathing requirement, though the blood is still a bit of a turnoff.” 

Cressida Rathven had grown up in a family of violent men, and 
the blood-soaked look had been common enough. Her foresight at 
over-packing made a lot more sense now. Last night, I must have 
destroyed everyone and everything that she left behind. 

“Cress, please forget about the whole hostage thing. You can go 
wherever and whenever you please.” 

“Tve spent my life as a hostage. Why would I stop now?” She 
offered a nervous laugh. 

Feth. 

I felt the pier move beneath my feet. “You don’t have anywhere to 
go, do you?” 

“No, not really,” she whispered. 

“Tell me you have a horse.” 

“T have a horse.” 

“Right. What’s your opinion on bathwater? Warm or cold?” 

“As hot as I can get it,” she answered truthfully. 

“OK, I think we may have found the perfect hostage. Do you 
promise not to run away, or do I get to tie you up?” I smiled. 

“Both?” she replied. 

My next bath was going to be a cold one. 

Like any proficient bodyguard, Saint Yseria jumped in to skewer 
me. “Except for the two death-demons that he carries, you can tell 
that he’s almost a regular guy. Well, unless the water’s cold, then not 
so much.” 

Still holding the broken woman on my arm, I fought back, “You 
take one bath in an ice-cold river, and everyone’s a critic of your 
anatomy. At least I can’t blame Hart for spreading that rumor. Sevin?” 


Yser shook her head. 

“Not Raven,” I pleaded. 

Dark elf smiles can be nice unless they’re about your wife and the 
mean things they share behind your back. 

Feth. 


Chapter 14 
Kiss of the Black Wind 


Before this year, ’'d never fought demonic entities in front of the 
ones I knew and loved. I’d always snuck away to do what needed to 
be done, knowing that I might not be present in the morning. 
Sharing a soul with a Hell-Lord from the Infernal Domain, I wasn’t 
entirely human and more than a little sensitive about it. I had issues. 

My other half was as bad as they come, being an entity of 
Unreality known as a House of War. As such, the demon would 
never be allowed to cross the Veil and reach our world incarnate, but 
if I consumed enough Black energy and fell asleep, it might take 
control of my mind and enjoy the ride for as long as it lasted. A 
House of War wasn't nice to have around unless you had a gale force 
Black Wind to turn. Then, it was your demon in spades. 

I was slowly learning to be that guy too—the one that could catch 
the Black Wind and turn it back upon its creators. 

As Firefanged, I fought a war between my soul-selves and another 
against the Infernal Houses that dealt the cards of chaos, pain, and 
suffering in our world. Company Storm was the key to keeping me 
on the right path, and they fought for my return whenever my 
stronger, uglier side took over. 

My wedding to Raven Ylamil had bolstered my inner control and 
self-awareness to the point where I could travel without too many 
chaperones. There was always a chance that I would slip, and 
someone would need to chase me down and bring me back, but the 
fear of that happening had subsided as my link to Raven grew. 

The ancient elven magic bestowed upon us by Raven’s father, the 


King of Bastian, was permanent and daunting but also vastly helpful. 
The powerful charm bolstered my mind and soul while still allowing 
my heart to follow its true path. It also led to some overly gruesome 
stories being shared and often a clearer record of what I’d done. 

The Crown Hall was closed for the day. We tried to get in, but the 
doors were locked, and the Fuga troopers guarding the premises told 
us to come back tomorrow. We didn’t argue. 

Our house in the Crown Quarter was there where we'd left it, 
which I considered a good sign. I couldn't know how Sovereign 
Doyne would react to the scene in the Crown Hall. I’d doused her 
elite bodyguards with a fair amount of blood and severed limbs. The 
outburst against Rathven had been brutal, leaving Madd-Jak a bit 
disappointed in its brevity. 

We'd run from the hall at the first inkling that it hungered for 
more, and I'd fought to steer the powerful Kjaira soul in the right 
direction as it ran through the city, wielding my sword and dagger. 
Promise had also been along for the ride, knowing that it would have 
plenty of chances to feast on the heart blood of a rogue Gray House. 

After collecting more target scents from Mono’s manor house, 
we'd continued through the city for hours, terrorizing the citizens as 
we tracked down dozens of Rathven agents, hands, and watchers. By 
the next morning, the two death-demons were sated, and I was 
confident that Rathven had ceased to exist as a Gray House in 
Tannoo. 

We could only wait for the fallout and the threats that were sure 
to follow from our trespass into their underworld domain. Power 
vacuums were best filled right away, and the War of the Tannoo Gray 
Houses might see a few new combatants once we‘ left the city. 

“How'd I do?” 

Yseria surveyed the damage, “Your sling is torn apart, and I can’t 
imagine your shoulder will be at all happy for the next week or two.” 

I'd come away untouched by any blade, but I’d snapped my 
shoulder binding in the instant that I’d released my hold on the Black 
souls. Each Kjaira had craved a weapon at its disposal. Exile, driven 
by the fury of Madd-Jak, had fed itself in a whirl while Promise 
flashed into the hearts of Mono Rathven and his closest guards. 


Now, after my semi-cold bath, my shoulder was ready to call it a 
day, and Yser was busy trying to piece the sling back together while I 
searched for my pajamas. 

“In the fight, I mean.” 

Yser didn’t want to answer. She didn’t even want to think about 
answering. 

“Ara, it wasn’t a fight. It was an execution, two men at a time,” she 
offered. “In four heartbeats, it was all over for thirteen men. Half 
dropped where they stood, and the other half came apart.” 

“How'd Viren take it?” 

“He clamped his hands on our arms, not letting us take a step in 
any direction, even after you'd left Crown Hall. Then he walked us 
here, knowing it was certain death to follow you.” 

“He’s solid and smarter than he looks,’ I said. “What about 
Sovereign Doyne?” 

“Her elite guard didn’t puke, but she’s going to need a new dress. 
It wasn't only the gore but the intense fear and the overpowering 
scent of death that descended the instant you fully released the 
Kjaira. ’m not surprised that they’re cleaning the hall today, what 
with all the piss that flowed at that moment.” 

It was into this private scene that Cressida Rathven walked, 
wearing something a bit more comfortable than my clammy scar- 
stained skin. I grabbed a towel to hide the results of the cold bath. 

“Need any help?” Cress asked. “Getting dressed, I mean.” 

She had intended the opposite when she first walked in, and I 
didn’t have to wonder what changed her mind. I was the Scarred 
Man of Maidenhall for a reason. I gave her a second to retreat 
gracefully, but she didn't, her eyes remaining locked on my body. 

“Tll be back later to tie you up,” Yseria chuckled. “Your arm, I 
mean. I’m sure Cress can handle the rest of you.” Saint Yseria 
sauntered from the room. 

Her remark had left Cressida a bright shade of red and completely 
speechless. 

Cress didn’t have to speak for me to realize her deep, unmet 
desire. Everything about her was unmet, and her feelings fired off in 
all directions. On the surface, she was a collision of hunger, 


uncertainty, and loneliness. Her former life was gone, and her mind 
was riddled with holes, mirroring the heart and soul beneath it. It 
was as if her sadistic father had used her life force as a pincushion or 
a practice dummy. 

I may have gaped, mirroring her own expression, but I’'d take my 
scars on the outside any day over what I perceived buried within her. 

I found my pajamas, a fine set made of raw silk. “Please don’t 
leave,” I said, “I do need some help getting dressed.” 

I didn’t know where to start with this woman, though it almost 
felt wrong to think of her that way when nobody else had, ever. Her 
humanity had been completely abused. 

“Tll do anything you want,” she said, her voice nervous, eager. 
“Tm your hostage, remember?” 

She opened her robe to me, and I forgot what my pajamas looked 
like. 

“Do you like what you see?” she whispered, shaking. 

No. No, I didn’t like it at all. I fought the urge to cover my mouth as 
I stared. 

Her flesh was riddled with punctures, each connected by thin 
scarring—a net covering most of her torso and breasts and wrapping 
around her back. It was the work of an Infernal mind, and I knew the 
accursed dagger that had been used to make it. Cress had been the 
intended Contract holder. She had been fashioned into the key that 
would unlock the way forward for House Rathven. 

Rathven was a business, not a family. 

I coughed, “Justis Rathven wasn’t your father, was he? Mono 
wasn't really your uncle.” 

It took Cress a moment to consider the simple statement. “No, 
they weren't.” 

“And yet, Mono kept you with him all the time, even at the 
fighting pits, unarmed. Why weren't you afraid of the violence? You 
didn’t react at all to the action below. You looked bored, at least up 
until Mono wagered you away.” 

A creeping suspicion took hold of my spine and began to climb. 
The dying face of Almer Na’am flashed to mind, as did Mono 
Rathven naming his mark. Mono had had the soul dagger for a week 


before we’d arrived. Plenty of time to visit my father and adjust his 
thinking permanently. What could they do to Cress with a decade or 
more to work their Black magic? 

“Tm no longer allowed in the pit,’ she answered. “Mono said that 
I was ready for bigger things.” 

Black things. Mono had certainly been hedging when he handed her 
over to me. 

Cressida was the intended vessel, one permanently chained to 
Rathven. Mono had kept her close, waiting for the Infernal contract 
to pay off. An assassin with a broken mind, she was a masterwork, a 
replacement for the aging legend, Yan Magata. 

And I had ruined it. 

“You're perfect,” I said, stepping closer with Promise held behind 
my back. I reached out and caressed her cheek, her heart almost 
unable to respond to the pull of my touch. My arm shook with the 
pain it channeled—hers and mine. 

They’d painted the call of the Black Wind on her entire being in 
readiness for the Kjaira that would never be her mate. 

Cress couldn't hold a thought in place or grasp any emotion long 
enough to act on it. Her heart floundered without direction. 

By destroying the House of Rathven, I'd cut the anchor to her life 
and made moot the pain and the scars she bore. There was only one 
solution that I could offer her, that of mercy. 

“Am I yours?” she closed her eyes and leaned against me. 

“No, you’re not. Not anymore,” I replied as gently as I could. 
“You're the Wind Catcher. You’re untouchable.” 

“Untouchable?” She wept, “No, please, no.” 

“Then kiss me,” I commanded. 

She eagerly complied as I slid Promise beneath her arm, deep into 
her chest. The fang-dagger bit into her heart, tasting Cressida’s blood. 
It shrieked in my mind as if hovering over an abyss, “Magata!” 

“Broodkin!” I pushed back. “Make her broodkin!” 

Promise had the power to save Cressida. She could fill the void and 
provide her the strength needed to heal. 

“She is flawed! I will remain in your hand!” 

“You have the power to do both. Have I not fed you enough?” 


The alpha brood mate conceded, “Yes, you have.” 

An unseen force pushed the fang-blade from Cressida’s body as 
she collapsed in my arms. I screamed for Yseria and carried the 
young woman to my bed. The wound in her side had bled with 
vigor, blood pumping down her side, but it quickly closed, stopping 
the flow. 

“Promise?” 

“She is broken and without her chain. Death would be more fitting.” 

“You have tasted her heart’s blood. You will be the chain that she 
needs.” 

“The scion so cursed will need more than that.” 

“T will provide the rest.” 

“As you say, Firefanged.” 

And with that low-spirited exchange, the deal was done. 

Yseria arrived to find us bloody and naked, lying in my bed. I held 
Cressida’s hand, watching as Promise settled in around her heart. The 
alpha was surprisingly gentle for a death-demon, and a large part of 
its soul stepped into place among the fragile lattice that was Cressida 
Magata. The fang-blade in my hand pulsed reassuringly, in time with 
the cadence of the poor woman’s heart. 

“Tt looks like the two of you are perfect for each other,” Yseria 
offered her quick assessment. “But didn’t she have enough scars 
already?” 

“Promise needed some convincing.” 

“Remind me to never get into bed with you if that’s the price for a 
good time.” 

“Tt would be a good time, wouldn't it?” 

“Wait, you’re naked in bed with another woman, one you've just 
stabbed, and you think that’s a good time to flirt with me?” 

“Yes?” I offered my honest best. 

“OK, I’ll take what I can get. Move over.” 

“What?” Maybe I was a bit slow. Cress was pulling desperately on 
my energy in her bid to heal. 

“This place is cold, and that bed is big enough for six, maybe even 
seven, judging by your deflated state.” 

“OK, but please help me into my pajamas before I pass out.” 


HHH 

“T have a new brood-sister,” Ayla explained. “She is badly injured, 
and my brother is carrying her.” 

“Our brother?” Tila asked. 

“He is the Wind Catcher, and she is the Black Wind unchained. 
She’s a rogue to steal his heart in such a manner. I found him first.” 

“You did,” Tila agreed. “He will surely come back to you.” 

Tila enjoyed having a younger sister, even one that needed a bit of 
steering into calmer waters. The mismatched pair of women had 
found plenty in common as they shared the remote exploits of their 
adopted brother. Hart often joined them, but she had her own 
glimpses and anxieties to face and spent the bulk of her days with 
Cat, Cynan, and Sevin. 

“Take a walk with me? I want to look at the blades in Master 
Cain’s shop. Ara bought Cat’s short sword there.” 

“You realize that I know nothing about weapons, right? I’m a seer, 
not a fighter,” Tila replied. 

“Then, you're perfect. You might even invite your Captain 
Hartwell along for our protection.” 

“My Captain Hartwell?” Tila smiled. “Ara can’t get home soon 
enough, can he?” 

“Nope.” 


Chapter 15 
The Gray Wind 


Yseria shook me back to life, saying “You have visitors waiting 
downstairs. Should I bring them up?” 

Countless hours had passed; the moon shone on the courtyard 
outside. 

“What day is it?” I said. 

“Still today.” 

“Did you sleep?” 

“Surprisingly well. Almost as if I had the bed to myself.” 

“Don't sound so disappointed. Not everyone gets that close.” 

“Only the wounded strays,” she countered. 

“You were once a wounded stray yourself, and now look at you, 
promoted to bed-warmer.” I snagged her arm before | said that last 
word and pulled her into a hug. 

She couldn't resist. “I’ve got a feeling your bed will be colder 
tonight.” 

“T’ve got a feeling that things in Tannoo are about to heat up, so 
please help me get dressed.” My left shoulder was almost swollen in 
place. I could barely move it after the previous night’s hard work. 

Cress was still out cold but breathing steadily, her mind finally 
quiet, and her heart physically healed. It was a relief to see, even if I 
swayed a bit as I climbed out of bed. I was cold from all the energy 
spent the past day, feeding Cress, Promise, and Madd-Jak through our 
brood links. Even Tila still pulled on me from afar, though I could 
feel that that drain had eased. She was almost well, and I wondered 
if Tila knew about her father. 


HHH 

“Our condolences for the loss of your father.” Angus Rhill sat 
across the dining room table from me, bracketed by Bann Ione and 
Carolus Lampe. 

Former rivals of Rathven, the heads of the remaining Gray Houses 
continued to maneuver for ascent among the political ranks in 
Tannoo. 

“Did you know him well?” I asked. 

My opinion of the Gray Houses was still at a low point, and as 
much as I loved this beautiful manor, I couldn’t see myself spending 
a great deal of time in Tannoo. I told the men before me as much, 
and they seemed relieved but still wanted more. 

“Td negotiated an agreement with Lord Naam concerning the 
betrothal of his daughter Tila to my brother, Anders. It was after that 
meeting that Yan Magata struck, killing Anders and chasing down 
the Governor’s daughter.” 

The sword on Rhill’s hip said that there was more to the story. By 
the Gray rules, the weapon should be returned to the gifting House at 
the agreement’s end, but I didn’t want the blighted weapon. Too 
many ghosts were attached, Angus Rhill’s younger brother being one. 

“Did they ever find my sister’s body?” I asked. 

“The Steppe is vast, and the wolves’ appetite never ends,” Rhill 
replied. 

I'd heard that saying from Ram, Tila’s late older brother, and yet 
three wolves had come knocking on my door, too slow in their hunt 
to get to the point. 

“Gentlemen, we've all suffered at the hands of House Rathven, a 
House that is no more.” 

“What about Magata?” Rhill still needed some closure. 

“The assassin is dead. Justis Rathven brought him to Maidenhall, 
where Yan Magata picked a fight with my wife and her bodyguard.” 

“Our further condolences. If you require comfort, we will be glad 
to offer our resources.” Rhill was hunting for an advantage, some sort 
of leverage over me, be it sister or sword. 

I wondered where this was going, “You have talented sisters?” 

“Of course, and they’re well-trained in the arts of distraction.” 


I knew there was a good reason that I wasn’t a member of their 
club. “Thank you, Angus, but no. I’m in no need of comfort, nor is 
my wife. Nor are the ashes of Yan Magata as they drift down the Bull 
River to the sea.” 

“She survived?” he coughed. 

“Gentlemen, I can tell that none of you have been to Maidenhall 
recently, and I'd suggest that you keep it that way. Justis Rathven 
made the mistake of thinking himself untouchable, as did Yan 
Magata. We touched them both and burned their bodies where they 
lay.” 

“Our world is changing with the exit of the overbosses,” Ione 
observed. “First Sarpa, and now Rathven. We live in interesting 
times.” 

“After a brief period of unrest, times have returned to normal in 
Maidenhall,” I offered. “You’ve not heard of the Scarred Man?” 

“Certainly,” replied Ione. “Though we’ve never put any credence in 
the local legends. Our agents have yet to meet the man.” 

“As a close associate of his, I can assure you all that he prefers to 
remain at a cordial distance from the Lords of Tannoo.” 

“That is well, but what about the Wind Catcher? Can we expect a 
repeat of yesterday’s performance?” Rhill certainly had a spine; he’d 
be the one to watch. 

I looked each man in the eye. “Absolutely.” 

Angus Rhill had a clear sight ability and could tell that I was 
speaking truthfully. “Lord Storm?” 

At least he didn’t call me ‘Lord Na’‘am,’ It was far too soon for that. 

“Tf the Black Wind rears its ugly head in this realm, the Wind 
Catcher will act. No one is untouchable, and I believe that was 
sufficiently proven yesterday, was it not? House Rathven does not 
survive to learn from its mistakes, but yours do.” 

“Will you perpetuate the existence of House Naam?” Rhill finally 
reached his mark, a hand on his sword. 

Besides its recently adopted son, the House of Naam hadn't 
survived. With the sword, Angus Rhill still offered his allegiance, 
which might continue if an advantage could be had. 

“That’s up to the Crown. I won't press a claim for my father’s 


estate or his position at Court, and the attack on my person 
yesterday may have reduced his standing. Join us tomorrow 
afternoon at Crown Hall. I plan to sort out things with Sovereign 
Doyne before leaving Tannoo.” 

“There is one last concern, Lord Storm. Yan Magata had a 
daughter. She was extremely proficient with a blade and expected to 
be their next great assassin. I’ve heard that you hold her hostage.” 

And there it was, the advantage sought. I looked at each of the 
three men before me, their minds watering with anticipation and 
wavering with fear. 

I leveraged their hunger and rivalry, a broken woman as bait. 
“Angus Rhill, noting the sword that you wear and asking for the 
witness of your rival Houses, do you agree to extend your loyalty and 
support to the House of Na’am?” 

A promising offer, Rhill took it, “I do.” 

Knowing how his last marriage to the House of Na’am had turned 
out, I didn’t expect eternal bliss from this one, but a Gray deal is still 
a deal. Ione and Lampe were turning sour at Rhill’s bold move, and I 
thought it time to even things up. 

“Gentlemen, you will be happy to know that the woman in 
question, Cressida Magata, is no longer a hostage. I put a dagger in 
her heart this morning.” 

Angus Rhill stared into my eyes a moment, a man unused to good 
news—or perhaps it was bad news—or maybe he merely didn’t 
believe it. 

“That is a relief to hear,’ Lord Lampe sighed. “The Gray Wind, as 
she was known, was more than formidable for Rathven.” 

Angus Rhill was anything but relieved, his disappointment plainly 
clear in his mind. He’d harbored designs on a weapon, one not 
allowed to carry a blade in Mono Rathven’s presence. 

“You call her ‘the Gray Wind, and yet, Cressida was destined for 
the Black. Her planned ascension, more than anything, led to the 
downfall of House Rathven.” 

As we called it a night, I certainly hoped they’d gotten my point. 
The Crown would be another matter entirely. 

Hit 


Colonel Reno arrived as expected for breakfast, filling us in on the 
state of the Fuga court. We were still planning to meet Sovereign 
Doyne in the afternoon, but first, I needed to properly equip my 
newest brood sister. I lived on the edge. 

Cressida awoke a full day after her assassination, hungry and 
confused. Her pale gray eyes remained unchanged, but her long 
brown hair held newly painted streaks of white. Yseria had worked it 
into a checkered braid and even helped the woman get bathed and 
dressed. Physically almost sound, Cress was still learning to deal 
with the demon within her, and as to the chaining, I would need my 
sister Hart to examine the woman. 

After breakfast, the Colonel and a squad of Recon troopers guided 
us out of the Crown Quarter, leading us to one of Fugaku’s finest 
weapons makers. We needed an appropriate blade for my newest 
bodyguard. 

Cressida was a half-foot taller than Yseria, standing closer in 
height to Raven, yet visibly stronger than both. She needed 
something one-handed that could carve through the thick hide of 
man or demon, and we settled on a broadsword with a bit more 
mass than Exile. It complemented the eight-inch fang-daggers that 
were being fitted with expensive dark amber hilts. 

Reno footed the bill for it all and looked on with envy at the 
Infernal relics. 

“What do you mean you’ve never worn a dress?” I asked Cress at 
our second stop. “How do you expect to appear in front of the 
Crown?” 

“Tm supposed to be your bodyguard, not a princess,” she replied, 
still not getting it. 

The clothes Cress wore might have looked fine on the blacksmith 
of Hillsborn, but they weren't fit for a brood sister of mine, especially 
not one harboring an alpha death-demon. I wanted her to be easily 
recognized as a person to be respected, especially by those who 
considered themselves higher up the food chain. I was sure it would 
save lives in the long run. 

Yser only shrugged. She was fine in her dark leather armor and 
would have certainly killed me if I’d offered her a dress. 


Where was Laila Storm when we needed her? 

At our third stop, an armor shop evidently owned by one of the 
Gray Houses, we sorted a pair of fitted steel vambraces and a brown 
leather riding jacket with a chainmail lining. It was crudely cut but 
would do for now. 

That afternoon, Colonel Reno did us the honor of escorting our 
group into Crown Hall, and his Recon squad took up a position 
outside the main entrance. 

The place was clean and showed no hint of any ruckus, except for 
the Sovereign’s Own guardsmen pre-stationed on the steps below the 
dais. The heavily armed guards would give King Falbrenn’s Royal 
Hounds a run for their money, but I still found their presence funny 
in an insulting and pissed off sort of way. 

I wasn’t a threat to the Sovereignty of Fugaku but took it as a sign 
of things to come. 

The gallery above us was full of Gray House attendees. Angus 
Rhill sat in the middle of his entourage near the back, and I 
wondered if the Gray rules covered seating arrangements at events 
such as this. My three bodyguards stood behind me, keeping an eye 
or six on the assembled crowd. 

I offered a neutral opening, forgetting to bow, “Sovereign Doyne, it 
is good to see you well.” 

“Wind Catcher, thank you for that lovely display of power the 
other day. I will reiterate for the many concerned delegates present 
that the Crown has agreed to allow the Gray but never the Black 
within our realm. House Rathven ignored that decree and has paid 
the price.” She paused a full minute, letting her verdict sink in as she 
gazed about the room. 

The multi-tiered hall seemed to agree with her statement, 
murmuring in approval. 

Doyne continued, her opening remarks far more severe than 
mine. “While it was a trifle to clean this hall, the agents of the Crown 
have spent the past two days sorting through the remains of House 
Rathven, of which there is truly little. We have taken temporary 
ownership of all Rathven properties and responsibility for all burials 
and repairs. The amount was vast, both in real estate and lives lost, 


including some wives and children of known Rathven agents. All 
told, the Wind Catcher felled more than two hundred citizens of 
Tannoo in a single night.” 

I didn’t like her brusque tone or the fact that it made me feel like I 
was on trial. I hadn’t built the Infernal altar, nor had I traded a 
thousand souls for the Black that came through it. I’d merely caught 
it when it arrived and returned it to those responsible. Two hundred 
deaths, innocent or not, paled in comparison to Mono’s Black 
Fortune, Yan Magata’s legendary list of victims, or an unchained 
Kjaira of immense power running loose in the Fuga capital city. And, 
as dark as the deed had been, Doyne still owed me for services 
rendered. 

“Do you have anything to add, Wind Catcher?” Doyne’s reference 
to my title rather than my name or my House stole what little 
warmth I could muster for her well-being. 

I'd heeded her call and done her bidding, and yet she couldn't face 
it. Sovereign Doyne was afraid of me and the damage I’d done. The 
tally of violent deaths gnawed at the Crown and devoured the trust 
of its citizens. Though all informed parties knew that the act was 
justified and beneficial to their cause, in the long run, the surviving 
Gray Houses would use the slaughter to stoke division and disdain 
among the general population, further weakening the Crown’s 
position. 

I kept my response simple. “Thank you for your resolve in this 
matter. When can I expect consideration from the Crown for the 
losses incurred by the House of Na’am?” 

As head of a House of ghosts, I had one chance at any long-term 
standing in Fugaku. Rathven had stabbed Na’am in the back but was 
no longer around to make amends. The Crown, having taken 
ownership of Rathven and its debts, could do so. 

Perhaps I caught her by surprise, but Sovereign Doyne looked 
puzzled, suddenly unsure as she looked over my head into the 
gallery behind me. 

Angus Rhill passed a note to a page and pointed to Doyne. Rhill 
didn’t dare approach the dais with the Wind Catcher on the premises. 

So much for my theory about his spine. One day soon, I would have 


to remind him where his backbone and his sword were located. 

After reading the note, Doyne glared at me. “Cressida Magata? You 
dare to bring the Gray Wind of Rathven here? How can she be alive 
when hundreds of others have perished by their connections to 
Rathven?” 

Rhill had ruined it for us all, but especially the Crown and himself. 
His allegiance was still owed to the House of Na’am, and by the Gray 
rules, I would eventually collect on his conniving loyalty. With the 
Crown’s darkest problem being solved, I didn’t hold any weighty 
hope of stemming her remaining fears. To Sovereign Doyne, Cressida 
and I were two extremely dangerous loose ends to be tied up, dealt 
with, and burned. 

I replied, “By the rules of the Gray, the ones sanctioned by your 
Sovereign decree, her life is owned by my House. I will remind 
Master Rhill whose sword he wears and that, for the present, the 
Gray Wind is of no threat to him or anyone here.” 

Perhaps, ‘For the present’ was a bit too much. 

Clearly motivated, Doyne pressed the issue while her tone stepped 
on my patience, “And by which rules do you abide, Wind Catcher?” 

I didn’t have a straight answer for her. I played by my own rules, 
doing what was necessary to capture or destroy the Black, but not in 
Cressida’s case. Her story was far too close to my own, and she wore 
the scars to match. 

Cress had been a weapon created and claimed by Rathven. She'd 
never been treated as human, or as a woman or even a girl. She'd 
never worn a dress or felt the warmth of another, at least not until 
this week, and that had ended with a dagger in her heart. 

I didn’t even intend to follow the Gray rules. As Wind Catcher or 
the Scarred Man, Vigil Storm or Prince Ylamil-Storm, I’d earned the 
right to follow my own path but couldn't explain it to the denizens of 
Crown Hall. They would try to tear us apart and walk away happy. 

On the other hand, Sovereign Doyne never walked her own path, 
but rather, she followed the rules of Silver and Gray and the duty set 
forth by others long dead, leaving the House of Na’am_ buried 
beneath her feet. 

“By the rules of the Wind Catcher,” I finally replied. “The Gray 


Wind is a part of my House and, as such, is needed to help turn the 
Black.” 

While true, I regretted it as soon as I said it. I remained 
untouchable, but not so my House. 

Doyne looked skeptical. “She’s also a Wind Catcher?” 

“Of a sort?” I made an honest effort anyway. 

“Lord Storm, what do you mean? Can she or can she not catch the 
Black Wind?” 

“She can, and she has,” I declared to a room as silent as Almer 
Naam, his ghost watching the scene from a near corner of the hall. 

Feth. When had he arrived? 

Doyne again looked above me before addressing the crowd. “By 
decree, I can only abide a single Wind Catcher in Tannoo. As such, 
Cressida Magata will not have the same protections and privileges 
that you enjoy.” 

How does one declare open season on a Wind Catcher? 

“Sovereign Doyne, as of midnight tonight, I officially resign my 
office as the Wind Catcher of Fugaku.” 

That’s how. 


Chapter 16 
Chase of Gray 


Colonel Reno and his men were hard-pressed to keep up as we 
rushed back to our beautiful manor house to gather our travel packs. 
I would miss the place and its warm, comfortable beds, but the cold 
baths, not so much. 

“Cress, you'll be leaving the nag. Only take what you can carry on 
that Steppe runner of yours. We’ll buy you anything you want once 
we reach a friendlier city.” 

“Ara, we can supply you with road rations,” Reno offered. “And an 
escort west.” 

“How’s the road north?” I asked. 

The road west seemed a bit too obvious and might prove a better 
decoy. 

“Running through Larkton? The high plains to the north and west 
of there would be the quickest to cross, but the borderlands will be 
rough,” Reno offered. 

“The borderlands will be rough no matter which area we choose 
to cross, and our final destination is in the northern reaches of 
Colivar.” 

We were packed and ready to exit the Crown Quarter when the 
Colonel broke the news. A small horde of Gray House agents was 
positioned right outside our courtyard gate, waiting for us to emerge. 
Give them the Gray Wind, and the rest of us would be free to go. 

“Tell them that the Wind Catcher will be coming out to discuss 
this with them shortly. But first, where’s the escape tunnel for this 
place?” 


HHA 

Reno had sent some men to collect our horses from the Crown 
Quarter’s main gate, and they met us as we emerged from a shadow 
outside the Quarter’s tall western wall, a block from Wind Catcher 
Manor and its expectant mob. 

“For the Wind Catcher and the Devil of the Akio,’ the Recon 
troopers saluted as we mounted up. 

Their loyalty warmed my heart, and I hated to think about how 
they might suffer in the future without the Wind Catcher to back 
them up. 

“Give Colonel Reno my thanks and let him know that I’ll be in 
touch.” 

We rode west through the city, offering a false trail before circling 
around to the northeast, catching the coastal road for the night. I 
intended to be long gone from Tannoo before anyone figured out 
which way we were headed. 

Death-demons were nocturnal hunters in our world, and our 
connections to the Kjaira greatly enhanced our night-vision. Yseria’s 
superior dark elf vision left only Drake struggling with his more 
limited sight, but we grabbed his reins and led him on a fast ride up 
the well-groomed road. 

We didn’t ease our pace, taking advantage of the cool night air, 
and by dawn, we'd bypassed the coastal city of Ciara and were 
heading northwest toward Larkton, a provincial seat at least three 
days away. 

The main city of the northern province sat alongside the Akio 
River, only a day’s ride south of the Akio Valley and Viren Drake’s 
former home. The borderland valley would be a great place to lie low, 
but the ghosts and the difficult memories talked me out of a 
stopover. 

After the night of hard riding, we walked our horses in the bright 
morning light. I was sure that I could sense any threats well before 
they appeared in the open, rolling landscape, even as I perceived the 
fatigue and abuse suffered by everyone in our party. 

“That was harsh. I’ve never been run out of a city before.” I 
grabbed Cress’s hand, hoping to quiet the woman’s pain. 


“Tm sorry,” Cress replied. “I should have mentioned my enemies 
before they got to you. I didn’t realize that the Crown already knew of 
the Gray Wind.” 

The Crown feared Yan Magata’s daughter as much as her father. 
Cressida would have given Mono Rathven another couple of decades 
of pure dominance. 

“Cress, you know how I said that I killed Justis Rathven? Well, I 
also killed Yan Magata, so perhaps it’s time that you pick another 
name and start anew. Maybe something with less of a curse about 
it. 

“They called me the Gray Wind, but I’m carrying the Black now, 
aren't I? You weren't lying about that with the Sovereign.” 

I’d done it to save her life, as miserable as it was. There was a 
good reason for my insanity, but it failed to alleviate the guilt I felt 
for the young woman’s constant pain. 

“Cress, I’m beyond sorry about what I did to you. You were dying, 
coming apart inside.” 

“Is that why it always hurts when I’m not holding your hand?” 

“How bad?” 

“Well, not ‘kill me now’ bad, at least not yet, but still almost 
unbearable. Oslo Rathven had once told me to hang on and that the 
demon would solve everything when they chained it. But then you 
killed him and the demon, and I think I gave up at that point. I’m not 
sure. I haven't really been myself lately.” 

It had been years since she'd ever been herself, I was sure, and I 
hadn't killed the Kjaira. I'd collected Madd-Jak, capturing the demon’s 
soul for whenever it was needed next, the same as I’d done with the 
soul of Promise when I'd killed Yan Magata. Perhaps, I was moved by 
the ungodly cost to seal each contract. A thousand souls sent to the 
Infernal Domain, anonymous though they were, was a deed beyond 
my comprehension. Given the option, I would trade the two Kjaira 
souls for the redemption of thousands, but I wouldn't trade away 
Cressida Magata for anything. 

“Cress, Madd-Jak is a handful, even for me. I don’t think that there 
would have been any part of you left after being chained to it. 
Rathven tore holes in your mind and soul with that dark dagger of 


his. They were abusing you and rending your mind to keep you 
under their control.” 

“Oslo explained that they were making room for it. He said that 
my bloodline was known to attract the death-demons and that it 
would be easy to chain us together.” 

“I saw Yan Magata before he died. The chaining wasn’t an easy 
thing at all for him to control.” 

“And now?” 

“Now, you have been unchained from their scheme and have the 
soul of Promise wrapped around your heart. She’s the alpha of a 
Kjaira brood, and she keeps Madd-Jak in line when I let him out.” 

“The ‘soul of Promise’ sounds poetic when you put it that way. It’s 
better than thinking that I’ve been corrupted by the Black Wind.” 

Some days the poetic simply falls flat, and this was one of those 
days. No matter how poorly we dressed her, Cressida still harbored a 
monster. 

“Cress, you are,” I confessed. “And so am I. I have an even darker 
soul to contend with, but that’s what the Wind Catcher does. He 
catches the Black Wind and turns it upon the Infernal enemies of 
this world. The Order of the Vigil in Colivar has been fighting an 
ongoing campaign, tracking and destroying demonic hordes that 
appear in our realm. Perhaps you can join me in that fight.” 

“Why are you carrying the Black Wind? I was born for it, sold to 
House Rathven, carved and beaten into a killer.” 

I'd been abandoned at the age of seven in the frontier city of 
Lockrun. I’d lived the life of an orphaned prince compared to 
Cressida. 

“T don't know, and there isn’t anything that I can do about it. Still, 
I can use it against the Infernal Horde whenever it breaches the Veil.” 

“Do they know about the Black Wind? Does the Order of the Vigil 
know about you?” she asked the most pertinent questions. 

Viren and Yseria were getting an earful during this candid 
conversation. They’d already seen me at my worst and suspected the 
reason. We'd shared each other’s warmth and protection for far too 
long to let a little thing like a Black soul get in the way of our bond. 

“Only a few in my company do. Some of the Vigils must suspect 


something, but I don’t think they have a clue as to how far I’ve gone 
in trying to turn the Black Wind to our advantage.” 

“And your scars?” 

“Most came from the first demon I’d ever fought and killed, a 
Kjaira, but not as formidable as the one that holds you.” 

Eventually, she reached the question of the day. “Ara, why didn’t 
you just kill me?” 

I almost did. If Promise hadn’t spoken up, I think I would have, 
common ground or no. 

I wasn’t convinced that the alpha had done me any favors, but I 
also valued the tortured soul that walked beside me. She mirrored 
my own life in too many ways, and as Saint Yseria was always quick 
to point out, I’m a sucker for a wounded stray. 

“Tt’s a part of my path to honor the last of any line. I know that 
doesn’t sound like much, but you can ask Yseria what it has meant to 
her.” 

“What do I mean to you?” Cress was like a newborn, reaching out 
as it hungers for a connection to the warm bodies around it. 

“We are kindred souls and linked to the Kjaira’s brood for the 
safety of those around us.” 

“Aren't you worried that I might go crazy and kill someone?” 

“Are you?” 

“Yes,” she said. 

“Just as Promise has a hold on Madd-Jak, trust that we both have a 
hold on you.” 

“I’m chained after all?” 

“I prefer the word ‘claimed. Please realize there’s a significant 
difference here. You might say that we’re broodkin. As much as I 
share a brood connection with Promise and my sister Ayla, I’m also 
linked to you. You're part of something larger than yourself, and 
you'll heal because of it.” 

“IT didn’t exactly have a choice, did I?” Cress was surprisingly 
perceptive when the noise and the pain settled down. 

“No,” I said. “And neither did I.” 

HHA 
We limped into Larkton, fully spent from the first leg of our long 


escape. Having endured four days of diligent riding, short naps, and 
Keeping Cressida afloat, I was exhausted. I’d altered her leather 
jacket, rubbing my blood into the inside of the collar to bolster our 
connection as we rode or slept, but she wept openly at her isolation 
and pain whenever I would let go of her hand. In a way, it was a 
good sign, that of a healing heart, but the scars and the gaps were 
always there, and her mind and soul had a long way to go before 
reaching any sort of sanity. 

A man well used to hunting or being hunted, Viren Drake seemed 
to be taking things in stride and fared far better than the rest of us. 
He took the lead in finding us a decent place to rest, the Fox Hole Inn 
down near the river on the city’s west side. 

I'd been talking with Viren about taking the sergeant’s post in 
Company Storm. Captain Hartwell provided a keen, confident hand 
in the leadership spot, but he could use the help, especially as we 
grew in number. Much like me, my sentinels were young, skilled, 
and motivated, but they lacked the experience and hardened morale 
of Drake. He’d consider the offer and talk it over with Becks once we 
all made it back in one piece. 

I appreciated his priorities. 

Larkton was a large provincial capital, the urban hub for the entire 
northern region of Fugaku. Housing more than fifty thousand 
citizens, the high-plains city was larger than Hollen City, which was 
located on the more nomadic Fuga Steppe to the southwest. 

By Larkton’s size alone, we figured we'd be safe for a few days of 
rest, but after our second day, the hands and eyes of the local Grays 
seemed to be everywhere. Armed and armored as we were, we 
should have checked in with the local boss by now, providing some 
indication of our intentions or moving on. Any other choice might be 
considered a threat, and it was looking more and more likely that 
word had reached Larkton regarding our flight from Tannoo. 

Drake had returned from a trip to the horse pens. “I took his four 
best mounts and almost had to fight for them after the price 
magically doubled overnight.” 

Viren Drake had grown up in the Fuga Steppe, the rough, rolling 
landscape along Fugaku’s western border, and he had an eye for the 


quality of horses. Riker, his big buckskin gelding, was a gem, but the 
four he’d brought back to the Fox Hole Inn looked like they could run 
for days without stopping. They would save the lives of our existing 
horses once we crossed the bridge over the Akio River, heading west 
for the border with Colivar. The High Plains were made for running 
fast, and I expected to reach the badlands in another three days, tops. 

Still, we had to cross that bridge, and scanning it from the window 
of our room at the inn, I could see plenty of watchers and other 
interested thugs dotting both ends and all points in between. They 
weren't there the day before, and it was simply too cold to fish. That 
Gray hands stood out in the open in such a carefree manner was an 
indication that they wanted to send a message but hadn’t yet gotten 
any word regarding our lethality. The local boss wanted to make an 
example of us, and I wasn’t in the mood. 

The more I thought about it, the more I realized how easily I’d 
been used by the Crown of Fugaku. Sovereign Doyne must have cut a 
deal with the other Gray Houses, allowing Rathven to be destroyed 
while guaranteeing them long-term freedom for their more nefarious 
businesses. The presence of the Wind Catcher scared all parties 
involved, and if the Gray Wind weren't still around, there’d have been 
some other excuse to drive me from the realm with a kind ‘Thanks 
for your help, but we’ve got it from here. Don’t mind the crossbows 
on your way out’ 

I didn’t know how to rectify things if Niantia summoned yet 
another Infernal Horde and sent it southeast into Fugaku. Perhaps 
that would force Sovereign Doyne to have a change of heart, but it 
didn’t guarantee that I would be open to doing their bidding. Feth, I’d 
already done it twice, and we were being hunted across the Fuga 
High Plains. 

Was I bitter? Maybe, but the face of Colonel Reno and his 
surviving Recon troopers stuck in my mind. They’d be the first ones 
mauled by any incursion of Black through the Akio Valley. 

We planned our escape for the darkest hours of the night with the 
cool breezes of autumn already giving way to the chilly winds of 
winter. Drake was in the stables keeping watch on our horses, getting 
them saddled and packed. Yseria was in the common room below, 


keeping an eye out for any dangerous visitors, while I watched the 
bridge from our window on the second floor. 

Cress returned from dropping off our travel packs with Viren and 
was looking considerably better than when we? first arrived. 

“IT need to ask, am I still your hostage?” It was her daily question 
that usually started a searching conversation about her place in the 
world. 

Her psyche yearned for a position of innocence and safety after a 
lifetime of abject punishment and neglect. A hostage was never held 
accountable for the actions of their captors, and as much as Cress 
might have wanted me to, I hadn’t replied ‘Yes’ even once, not since 
her renaming as Cressida Storm. Storm sisters were never hostages, 
at least not to me. 

Still, I didn’t have the heart to ignore her plea. “Cress, you know 
the answer to that, but why don’t you pretend it is so and sit beside 
me a while.” 

Being an empath around a person full of anxiety and torturous 
pain was an experience one had to commit to fully or run screaming 
for the hills. Add to that the necessary healing and emotional 
support, and you'd better have obscene levels of resolve. Vigil levels, 
even. 

“IT can do that,” she said, tucking herself in under my arm. “What 
do you see out there?” 

“Some local watchers, some cold-filtered minds, professional 
killers probably, and a cast of Gray House hands blocking our way 
west. The bounty hunters from Tannoo may have arrived.” 

“Couldn’t we cross downstream?” she asked. 

“We could swim it and risk dying of exposure in the cold.” I pulled 
her closer. “I prefer my body to be a bit warmer and drier than that.” 

“So do I.” She leaned gently into me. 

I'd spent the past week intertwined with this woman’s inner 
being. Her heart, mind, and soul were a broken mirror of her scarred 
exterior. To say that we had an intimate connection would be an 
understatement of drastic proportions. I’d done the same thing in 
claiming and healing Laila, and more often than not, I still enjoyed 
the outcome of that commitment. Unfortunately, there were also 


some drastic differences between this case and that. 

“Show me your fangs,” I said. 

Cress drew a wicked pair of fang-daggers from the sheaths across 
her lower back. Madd-Jak flickered in the ring on my finger. He 
wanted to play. He always did. 

With each fang, I slowly cut a shallow line across my arm, 
carefully feeding the weapon’s soul shard with an imprint of my 
own, a task similar to how I fed Cress with my touch. 

“They’re perfect,” I said. “Just like you.” 

“You don’t mean that. You’ve seen me, and you know that I’m 
broken.” 

“Oh, really? Those men out there beg to differ. They wouldn't be 
there if you were only a slow, broken young woman, would they?” 

“So, you think that I’m slow?” she scoffed. 

“T’ve gotten used to the description, and it sort of fits us both 
these days, doesn’t it?” 

One day she would be able to stand more or less on her own with 
the soul of an alpha Kjaira wrapped around her heart, and I would be 
able to pull back, restoring the individual privacy and space that 
Rathven had stolen away. It was a goal in the distance, waiting 
somewhere west of us, far across the cold Akio River. 

“You still owe me a kiss,” she smiled. “I never got to finish the 
first one.” 

Promise slumbered in the fang behind my back, probably 
recovering from a draining week. 

“Put your blades away first, and don’t forget how sorry I am for 
what happened last time.” I was terribly sorry for how that scene had 
ended. 

“You'll wish I was slower in that regard,” she said, grabbing me by 
the shirt. Her mouth lingered upon mine, only pulling back when 
Promise woke up and joined in. The Kjaira bit me in its moment of 
passion. 

Cress blushed. “Sorry about your lip.” 

“Tt happens to me all the time,” I joked, rubbing the blood from 
my lip onto my fang-blade. Promise was persistent and had me well- 
trained, though one day, she would awaken to find herself claimed 


and intertwined with an even stronger soul. 

“Go get Yseria, Drake, and the horses,” Cress said. “I’ll be waiting 
for you on the other side.” She climbed out the window, slipping 
down into the darkest of Larkton’s shadows. 


Chapter 17 
High Plains Drifting 


“What happened to you?” Yseria spoke for both of them. 

Drake looked away, working hard to hide his smile. 

“Promise likes it rough,” I replied. “You’ve seen what those Kjaira 
are like. You’ve both seen the scars on my ear.” I hadn’t forgotten 
those. 

With our fresh horses in tow, we trotted toward the Akio Bridge, 
my senses scanning the area for any threats. There were none; the 
dead bodies looked almost peaceful as they draped the bridge and its 
surroundings. I almost wanted to stop and leave a note for the local 
boss but realized that Cress had already done just that. The 
misnamed Gray Wind waited at the bridge’s western end, her eyes 
glowing to my sight. Madd-Jak had fed her after all, finally sharing 
the burden of the brood. Good kitty. 

Cress climbed into her saddle, looking refreshed. 

“You made a bigger mess of his lip than you did to those fellows,” 
Yser quipped. “Did you even draw your new sword?” 

“Madd-Jak wanted to play, so I let him,” Cress replied. 

“You let him? What about Promise?” I asked. 

“Promise was sated by her moment of passion.” 

“Really? Well, I’m known to be rather good with that sort of thing,” 
I chuckled. 

No, I never learn. 

Saint Yseria couldn’t help herself. “That’s NOT what Raven says. 
She said that you could barely even touch her after the Dungarr Drip. 
‘Not even a drip, were her exact words.” 


OK, that was just mean, especially coming from Yseria. 

Cress picked up the torch of Saint Yseria and carried it toward my 
feet, “Not even a drip? Was it really that cold?” 

In the smirking and expectant faces of Yser and Cress, my ability 
to reply hit a wall. Cress had most certainly been sexually abused by 
Justis Rathven and probably Mono, too. It was all part of their plan to 
break her down and destroy her will, and I didn’t want to dive into 
that subject, let alone touch her in that way. To me, Cress was perfect 
in her anatomy and the potential of her mind, as much as a house of 
cards is perfect when stacked correctly. Her scars were beauty marks, 
but to the Scarred Man, that was to be expected. 

Yseria Warric had been unknowingly present in the Dungarr, the 
face and form of an evil succubus mimicking her appearance as it 
tore me to shreds with its nightly visits upon my slowly dying body. 
The horror was a well-kept secret within Company Storm, and I had 
to wonder if the Gray Houses had trained at the same school as the 
late Vigaila Grace. Either way, I didn’t know how to respond to the 
overtly sexual comments. Eventually, I pulled back hard on my reins, 
bringing Daur to a walk and giving the others several minutes to 
catch up. 

Cress rode beside me, a concerned look on her face. “Ara?” 

“Td rather not talk about it.” 

“About what?” 

“The weather.” 

“Oh. Does this mean that I can’t bite your face anymore?” 

“T thought you said that was Promise?” 

“IT know I did, but she gave me the idea, I think, and I couldn't 
resist. She’s already claimed you, and I wanted to do the same, 
leaving my mark on you like the ones on your ear.” 

Good thing that Sovereign Doyne turned me out, or I'd be running 
out of unpierced body parts by now. 

“Raven gave me those scars. She’s a lot like you, with a Kjaira 
wrapped around her heart, but she’s gained her balance and control 
of the demon. She defended my family from Yan Magata before I 
arrived that day to put him down for good. She didn’t need me to 
finish him, but her heroics allowed me to safely collect Promise and 


offer it a new brood.” 

“Will Raven be jealous when she meets me?” 

“By the Divine, I hope so. Otherwise, she might have gone blind.” 

“Really?” she replied. 

“No, not with the man-clothes that you wear. If anything, she’ll 
probably feel sorry for you for that and the fact that you’ve spent the 
past month with me. The bigger trouble will be my little sister Ayla. 
She’s also part of our extended brood, and we have a connection. 
She’s probably already hunting us down, looking to set you straight.” 

“How old is she?” 

“Fourteen going on forty, but don’t tell her I said that.” 

“You love her?” 

“Of course. Ayla was with me in the Dungarr Basin. She knows 
what I went through, and I know what she went through. I also 
know what you've been through.” 

“Did she watch?” 

I didn’t like this line of questioning one bit. “Watch what?” 

“What the monster did to you while you were tied to the ground 
in the Dungarr.” 

Saint Yseria had spoken. 

“Feth, I hope not, but she saw the results, and that was bad 
enough.” 

Cress soaked that in for a moment. “Everybody sees the results, 
don’t they? I hate being slow and confused all the time.” 

“Welcome to my world.” I reached out to lift up her chin. “You're 
doing great, improving every day, and you being slow is still a lot 
faster than most. Tomorrow, we will start to practice together. We 
both need to sort out our balance and control with the pair of Kjaira, 
and the focus will help you heal further. We’ll let Yser join us so you 
can get a feel for what it’s like to fight a demon.” 

“She’s not a demon,” Cress smiled. 

“That’s one opinion.” 

Hit 

We should have started the workouts sooner, and we would have 
if we weren't constantly on the verge of exhaustion and my shoulder 
hadn't been so fething stiff. The flat landscape of the High Plains 


region allowed us to see for miles in any direction and gave us the 
confidence to stop twice a day to eat, rest the horses, and play. 
Madd-Jak loved it. Promise, maybe not so much, as she always had 
to help me corner Jak after each session. 

Using only our swords, we eased the Kjaira minds out of their 
cages. The bulk of the playful death-demon’s soul was in my ring, 
while Cress had the majority of Promise in residence around her 
heart. We were almost twins; our fang weapons held smaller shards 
of their souls, giving each of us access to both Kjaira, but we left 
those sheathed for now. It would take all of our concentration not to 
hurt each other as we sparred. 

Yser and Drake watched as our swords and vambraces blurred and 
banged. Both companions were experts in their own weapons, and 
they pointed out our mistakes whenever they could see them, which 
was almost never. Once we got going, our attacks, feints, and 
counterattacks moved incredibly fast. At the end of every session, I 
offered to go one round with either of them, but they always 
declined. They’d seen enough of me in Tannoo, and they were 
having a hard time comprehending the presence of another that 
could do the same. 

Promise was dominant, using its stronger will to hinder Madd-Jak, 
slowing the beast down to get an advantage. I pushed back on the 
alpha’s attempts with my own force of will, allowing Jak to fight 
unhindered and giving me the upper hand more times than not. 
Still, an alpha death-demon combined with the ingrained skill of the 
Gray Wind was awe-inspiring. She’d been trained from a young age 
to follow in Yan Magata’s footsteps, and I felt like I survived by 
quickness alone. 

Cress wasn't holding back, but I didn’t dare push a pall at her 
mind in her fragile state. The dark energy might have caught her by 
surprise and damaged her further. So, we traded an 
incomprehensible number of attacks and scored each session by the 
amount of leather that remained on each other’s jackets. We'd need 
replacements by the time we reached Colivar, maybe sooner. 

The nights were getting colder. We usually found a creek or dry 
gully and built a fire each night, huddling together to keep warm. 


The landscape around us was fairly flat, and the winds coming down 
off the mountains to the north were a constant reminder of the 
coming winter. 

We took turns keeping a watch each night, and even though Cress 
wasn't in the rotation, she would sit up with me for a while, 
practicing with her newfound perception by picking out the 
predators and prey moving around us. She was good for up to half a 
mile, at least, and I was keenly interested in her ability to sense 
demons. We’d find that out soon enough. 

Our third evening out of Larkton, the trail crossed a ridge, and we 
left the high plains behind, moving into the steep and heavily 
wooded hills that divided the Realms of Colivar and Fugaku. The 
Gray hunters of Tannoo had failed to catch up with us, and I could 
only credit the Gray Wind’s display on the bridge out of Larkton for 
that. 

House Rathven had collected and spent an ungodly amount in 
their bid to turn the Gray Wind to Black, a thousand souls for one. I 
was sure that the remaining Gray Houses were as eager to own such 
a weapon, setting them on a level with the Sovereign for the control 
of Fugaku. 

What would it cost them to make that happen? Would Cress even 
consider it? Killing Cress would leave the Gray Houses as level as 
they were before, but again, what were they willing to pay to get that 
job done? As I was quickly finding out in our daily workouts, the 
price would be extraordinarily high either way. 

A day later, perhaps two days east of Lockrun, we camped 
alongside a smuggler’s trail that expertly traversed the many hills 
and gullies of the borderlands. A mountain lion roamed about, 
drawn by the scent of our horses and the dwindling rations in our 
packs. As midnight approached, Cress nudged me awake. She’d been 
sitting watch with Viren and keeping a close eye on our skittish 
mounts. 

“We're being hunted,” she said, pointing toward the small valley 
to our west. 

Cress was right. A rider moved through the lonely valley below, 
trying to hide their progress as they crept along the trail in the dark. 


I listened to the night, and all was quiet except for the faint 
whisper of an Infernal entity carried on the breeze, a distant intuition 
taking hold in my mind. The mountain lion backed away from its 
hunt, and our horses calmed down. 

“Td say we’ve already crossed the border into Colivar, and there 
aren't any Fuga hunters about. Give me your hand.” 

As my connection with Cress grew, so did my pull upon Promise. 
The alpha’s eagerness grew into agitation, and I| felt the Kjaira’s 
hyper-alert state seep into Cress. 

“Can I kill it?” Cress asked. 

I nudged Promise, letting it know that it needed to settle down. 
“No. We're in Colivar, and I hate to tell you this, but the Gray Wind is 
officially dead and gone.” 

It was as if I'd pulled the ground out from beneath her feet, 
Cressida’s confusion and anxiety freezing her in place. “If I’m not the 
Gray Wind, then what am I?” 

“Great question and a perfect time to answer it for yourself. You 
are about to face one of the most dangerous beings I know.” 

Her anxiety spiked, and I felt her looking for a way out. We were 
more alike than I’d thought, but I held firmly to her hand. 

“You're my bodyguard, don’t even think about leaving me here 
alone.” 

“What?” She blushed, embarrassed by her reaction, the heat of 
her face brushing my own in the cold night wind. 

“Stand behind me. This could get ugly.” Who was I kidding? Of 
course, it would. 

I switched Cress to my left hand as she peered over my shoulder. 

“Shouldn’t we wake Yseria?” she asked. 

“No, she’ll be awake soon enough. Don’t move,” I whispered. 

In a moment, the path before us stirred. A horse strolled over the 
hill led by a massively ugly creature with a hellsword in its hand. 

“Stay back, demon!” I hollered in my best Fuga accent. “My 
bodyguard will surely slay you!” 

“T smell a demon, but not the one before me.” 

A lithe, black shadow flew into the scene, black blade whipping 
around towards the deadly intruder. 


Still holding its horse’s lead, the figure batted away the attack with 
ease, the Hell-blade almost moving of its own demonic accord. 

“Ha! There it is, trying to ambush me,” the man roared. “A lizard- 
queen!” 

“A foul-smelling beast is leading its better!” Yseria laughed back. 

“Augh! You got me there. Rosie is the queen of us all.” 

The massive paladin scooped up Yser in a giant hug made all the 
more comical by my dark elf’s relative pint-size. 

“Walker Grey, what brings you out this way?” I asked. 

“Besides the chance to bag me a pixie with a knife, my Ber’yl sent 
me, said there was something Black about. I realize now that it 
wasn't pulling my leg.” 

Ber’yl was Grey’s hellsword, a sentient weapon, housing the soul 
of a Hell-knight that I’d killed. Ber’yl, which translates to Night’s 
Bane, was so named due to its victory over a Kjaira assassin in the 
Infernal Domain. Such events were rare, and the prince that the Hell- 
knight had been guarding had noticed, naming it anew and sealing 
its penchant for death-demons. 

“Anything happening around Lockrun?” I asked. 

“Ber’yl seemed to think there were a couple of nasties in this 
direction, but I can see why she might have been confused. You had 
yourself some fun in Fugaku, didn’t you? Who’s that dangerous waif 
hanging on your shoulder?” 

“She’s my tailor at the moment. She keeps rearranging my leather 
jacket, making sure I stay cool.” 

Grey chuckled, “Does she speak? Or does a shadow-cat have her 
tongue?” 

The Paladin had a unique form of clear sight and was sensitive to 
the presence of Unreal beings. I’d never had the nerve to ask him 
what he saw in me, but he never seemed put off by any of my Unreal 
companions. 

“Cressida Storm, please meet Walker Grey, esteemed Paladin of 
Company Storm. Master Grey, my new bodyguard, Cress, courtesy of 
the Sovereign of Tannoo.” 

Grey considered things for a moment. “Do they know what they 
let get away?” 


“IT made sure to inform them all right before they chased us out of 
town and halfway across Fugaku. I didn’t give the Fuga powers a 
choice, and neither did she. Cress had belonged to a Gray House, and 
when it ceased to exist, a new kind of war opened up for her 
services.” 

“Belonged? Well, it seems more like she belongs to you. Does the 
princess know?” 

“We're on our way into Berykholt to meet Raven and the rest of 
the company,” I replied. “Care to join us?” 

“T wouldn't miss it for the world. Now, where'd that dark elf go? I 
hope a skunk didn’t get confused and carry her off to elope.” 

No one knew what to make of Grey and Yser’s budding friendship, 
but it certainly seemed good for the two of them. Walker Grey had 
been an Order outcast when he’d grudgingly signed on with 
Company Storm, and he was steadily growing to enjoy the company 
of others with a like mind and spirit. He never hid the fact that he 
pined for my better half, and I think he was amused at my constant 
ability to complicate an otherwise unbreakable relationship. 


Chapter 18 
The Long Way 


Cress broke the group’s long-running silence as we descended 
into the valley that sheltered the frontier city of Lockrun, “What did 
Walker Grey mean when he asked about the princess knowing?” 

“Walker Grey is in love with a princess and worships the ground 
she walks on. He loves to remind me of my wife any chance he gets,” 
I replied. 

Saint Yser rode to the rescue, “Cress, there’s a reason that Ara has 
his bodyguards, and to be fair, after that scene in Tannoo, he could 
probably use a few more.” 

Cress burst out, “Wait, Ara, you're a prince? I thought you were 
only Ara Storm, slow yet effective Wind Catcher.” 

Feth. I wasn’t ready for this conversation, and neither was 
Cressida Storm, it seems. Her mind had a long way to go, and I'd 
been trying to keep things simple. It was time to come clean. 

“lm Prince Ylamil-Storm of Bastian and the Scarred Man of 
Maidenhall,” I mumbled, looking away. 

Cress halted her mount, a bolt of fear running through her. “Did 
you just say what I thought you said?” 

House Rathven had obviously been aware of the underworld 
hierarchy of the other major cities on the continent, and I had to 
wonder what the Gray Wind had heard about me. 

Yseria wasn't helping. “Cress, besides being a prince of the Royal 
Line of the Dark Elves, Ara holds the Gray House of Maidenhall. You 
can’t imagine how much he needs another bodyguard or how much I 
need you. I could use a night off once in a while.” 


Cress had gone pale in the cold afternoon, overloaded by the 
suddenly complicated situation. 

“Cress, no pressure. I’ve survived plenty with Yseria watching my 
back, and she’s a Royal Guard of Bastian.” 

She spat back, “What? Now, I’m not good enough for a prince? 
Maybe I should have taken that contract when it was offered.” 

“Contract? What contract?” 

“Ask your Royal bodyguard. Maybe she knows.” Cress kicked her 
horse into motion and bolted ahead, the gates of Lockrun calling. 

“Yseria, as much as I love you, you really aren’t helping things.” 

“That depends on how you look at it. Did you know that the 
Tannoo Gray Houses had a contract out for you? You're too easy on 
that girl. Can't you see she’s been trained to fight to survive?” 

I was livid. “Yes, like someone else I know, and we both know that 
path of survival isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, especially when 
someone is incredibly ill. Rathven did their worst to break her heart, 
mind, and soul, leaving Cress as nothing but a weapon to be chained 
or destroyed. Let’s give her a chance to heal before you perform any 
more miracles.” 

Yser pressed another obvious issue, “Who'll protect you from 
Raven when she notices that divot in your lip.” 

“Cress, of course,” I replied. “As great with a blade as you are, don’t 
think for a moment that you could take Rae.” 

We caught up with Cressida in a Lockrun tavern stuffing herself 
on pork stew and ale. She had a trio of eager admirers keeping her 
mug full as she ate. Cress’s man-clothes and her beat-up leather 
jacket seemed to imply she was available, and she was doing her 
best to maintain that facade with the men seated around her. Being 
honest, and by honest, I mean irrationally jealous, the scene utterly 
pissed me off. 

“Drake, Yser, please stay here and make sure that Cress doesn't get 
herself into trouble. I think that I’d better visit the Lord Mayor and let 
him know that we’ve arrived.” 

I dragged Walker Grey with me on the way out. It was time to talk 
business. 

Walker Grey had been circling the northern end of Colivar for the 


past couple of months, sniffing out any areas of concern. Lockrun 
had been cursed over the past two years with a string of demonic 
incursions, large and small, and being my hometown, I often worried 
about its protection. 

“Nothing within two days ride of here,” Grey continued. “But 
Ber’yl seemed to complain every time we rode north into the Everest. 
My guess is Berykholt will be the new hot spot before too long.” 

“What did Vigil Snow have to say about that?” I asked. 

“He’s been keeping an eye on the range north of the Gap, but he 
didn’t seem too concerned.” 

“Well, you know that I’m not one to tell someone else their 
business, especially Meryck Snow.” 

“Ha, neither am I,” said Grey. “I tend to leave that area around 
Berykholt for Snow’s vaunted Scouts.” 

“I happen to be a vaunted Scout,” I replied. “I’ll check with 
Sergeant Corbin when we reach Snow’s Hold unless you'd like to 
make a detour on our way there. We both know that Snow is great 
for seeing the big picture, but right now, I feel like destroying a few 
smaller scenes.” 

“Now, you're talking,” the man grinned. “Maybe it’ll give you time 
to sort out that waif back there.” 

“Walker, that waif is the most dangerous person I know. She’s 
probably a match for my wife, but with a mind that isn’t exactly 
stable at the moment. If I let go of Cress now, and I’m not sure that’s 
even possible, I’d have to kill her before she tried to kill us all.” 

“Oh, is that what happened to your lip?” he chuckled, already 
knowing the answer. “If she’s that dangerous, I might let her have a 
bite of mine.” 

The man’s carefree attitude provided an invitation to stop and 
breathe. Amid everything, it was all that I could do for the moment. 

“Walker Grey, I probably don’t say this enough, but I’ve missed 
you.” 

We were met at the Mayor’s manor house by Sentinel-Sergeant 
Gulliver Barnes. He was part of Lord Snow’s contingent and had 
taken over leadership of the Vigil’s small garrison in Lockrun. 

“The surrounding foothills are quiet these days, and the work on 


the south wall is almost done. We’ll be safe from the wolves this 
winter.” 

I knew what Barnes meant. Demons tended to go underground in 
the colder months, like bears or humans. Perhaps the cold sapped 
their energy. Every demonic burrow I'd ever been in had been 
exceedingly warm, scalding in places, as if the heat helped sustain 
them. 

“And how are the sentinel-adepts? Is Masterson keeping you 
supplied with fresh troops?” 

“The adepts are well-trained to a point. I’ve been working on 
strategies with them on how to defend the walls without burning 
them down, that sort of thing.” 

“Tll let Paladin Black know,” Walker Grey jumped in. “He’ll be 
more than interested in how you plan to manage it.” 

This past spring, Walker Grey and Paladin Cynan Black had 
defended the south wall of Lockrun against a horde of demons that 
had roamed out of the Dungarr Basin, a week’s ride south of here. 
They’d doused the wall in lamp oil and set it on fire in a desperate 
attempt at burning down the Hellions as they clawed their way into 
the city. The fire hadn’t deterred the demons, but it did make them 
easier to see in the middle of the night. The short of it was that, after 
their heroic effort, Lockrun still stood, and the wall had been rebuilt 
before the wolves of winter came. 

Now, if only I could rebuild Cressida before the wolves came 
hunting for her. I had put my trust in Promise to guard the woman’s 
heart, knowing that would eventually shape her mind and give her 
the best chance of surviving. Yes, I was relying on an alpha Kjaira, an 
Unreal entity, to shore up the woman’s walls before they were torn 
down again, and no, it wasn't the best idea I’d ever had. Not by a 
longshot. Much like Cynan the Black in his defense of Lockrun, I 
didn’t see any other way. 

“Lord Mayor Ramsey, so good to see you,” I opened with a smile. 

I hadn't been to Lockrun in more than a year. During my last stay, 
we'd defended the city from another demonic incursion, and it was 
then that I claimed the mayor’s daughter, Enricata Ramsey, for the 
Order and Company Storm. 


“Lord Storm, while I take comfort in your presence and still owe a 
debt to your company, I’d much rather be looking at my daughter’s 
face right now than yours,” Mayor Ramsey went right to the heart of 
the matter. “How is my Cat?” 

“Last I’d seen her, she was well, well-guarded, and drinking me 
out of house and coffee with Cynan Black.” 

“Is she happy?” he asked. 

It was a pertinent question, and certainly one I should answer for 
my best friend in life, but I couldn't. I didn’t honestly know. 

Feth. Who was I kidding? How could she be happy in the position 
she was in? 

“She is much loved and cared for, Mayor. I wish I could tell you 
more. With any luck, I’ll see her in a fortnight and ask her to write 
you.” 

“She already writes. I get a post every week or two, but as her 
father, I read between the lines. Please consider my question when 
you see her next.” 

Walker Grey seemed taken aback. His position of honor as uncle 
to Vigil Enricata Moon was one that he took seriously. “We’ll both 
consider it, Mayor.” 

Grey looked at me, giving me the eye like I was the source of 
Enricata Ramsey’s troubles. He wasn’t wrong, but like many 
decisions in life, my options had been few, and I’d made the best of 
them when I could. 

Vigil Moon had suffered for my actions, sharing in my pain 
whether I liked it or not. Cat had made sure that I survived, and she 
had a touch, similar to mine, that could lift the broken. 

Yseria took that moment to barge into the Mayor’s study. “Ara, you 
need to come now. It’s Cress.” 

We ran from the manor, heading back toward the tavern, but 
veered around behind the place as we approached. A small crowd 
had gathered at one end of the alley; pub patrons stood outside in 
the cold for the spectacle on an otherwise slow evening. A man 
leaned against the pub’s back wall, his arm appeared to be broken, 
and he showered Cress with words best not repeated. 

Cress, by comparison, seemed calm and unharmed as she held a 


knife to the neck of Viren Drake. OK, calm may have been a bit of a 
stretch. 

“Ara,” Drake hissed, trying to draw the woman’s attention away 
from his neck. 

“Viren, how did she get ahold of your knife?” 

“She is right here, Ara Storm, and she isn’t as slow as you think.” 
Cress was crying, shaken up by whatever had happened. The frontier 
ale hadn't helped either. She wasn't afraid of the men around her. 
She was afraid of herself and what she might do next. At least, that’s 
what I believed. 

I walked up with my hand out. “I haven't left.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she spat. 

“Why are you pressed up against Viren like that. Don’t you know 
that he has a wife back in Maidenhall?” 

There are times when the truth can make things worse. This was 
probably one of those times, but I went with my gut instead. 

“Your predecessor, Yan Magata, was sent to kill Viren’s wife,” I 
continued. “Now, you can finish that contract by killing Viren. Becks 
won't survive long without him, and there’s nothing anyone can do 
to stop you.” 

“Becks? Mono once had a mistress named Becks, a strong-willed 
bitch.” 

“He did, and because of that, Mono did to her what Justis did to 
you. Viren met the woman later and claimed her, allowing Becks to 
claim him back.” 

I waited for that to sink in. The simple words we exchanged 
seemed to filter through Cress’s agitation. The stress of the present 
situation was pulling her apart. 

“Cress, right now and forever, choose a side. Do you want the Gray 
Houses or me?” 

She slammed me with her angry response, “What’s the 
difference?” 

I wasn't going to retreat. “One side trades in the misery and death 
of many. The other protects and counters the evil that fuels the first. 
Where will you place your bet?” 

Cressida Storm’s mind, clouded with painful memories and an 


addiction to conflict, struggled to make sense of my question. Her 
connection wasn’t with Drake. It was with me, and she held the knife 
to the wrong neck. 

I sighed and lowered my hand. “Cress, if you’re going to pick up 
that Gray contract on me, would you at least give me a head start? 
Perhaps give the scar on my lip a chance to heal before you kill me?” 

Viren caught the knife and the girl before either one hit the 
ground. 


Chapter 19 
The Long Way Home 


The mayor put us up for the night, offering the visitor’s wing of 
his manor. His beds were great by Lockrun standards but couldn't 
compare to Tannoo. At least the stables were comfortable for the 
horses, and we all needed the rest. 

“You're welcome to join us, but not a word,” I told Yseria as I 
climbed into bed beside an unconscious Cress. I was too tired at this 
point to argue, and I wasn’t open to any more discussion about my 
choice of brood mates. 

“Forceful,” Yser muttered under her breath. “J like it.” 

“Go to sleep,” I whispered back. “Or I’ll bite you.” 

“Is that a promise?” she murmured as she settled in to sleep. 

It took us two days instead of one to pull ourselves together. I told 
Walker Grey to forget about the long route into Berykholt. We had 
another fortnight on the road ahead of us, and I preferred to make it 
as short and pain-free as possible. With our double mounts, we'd be 
able to push the pace. 

We stowed our practice leathers, having bought something 
warmer and free of holes to cover our chainmail for the ride west. 
We'd be taking the duke’s road down to Stonnberg and cutting north 
to Berykholt. 

Cressida Storm woke me every morning with her fingers pressed 
against my lip. 

“Tt’s looking better, almost healed,” she would say before getting 
ready for the next leg of our journey. 

She was only messing with me, but it worked. She had me where 


she wanted, and I was on my best behavior around her for the 
foreseeable future. I didn’t mind, considering the other, more bloody 
options. 

We cleared Stonnberg on our sixth day, deciding to skip an 
audience with Duke Ragir. I’'d take my chances with that on the way 
back home to Maidenhall. My days were becoming an endless drain 
of energy, and even Promise had begun to complain. 

“Which one can you stab? I’m hungry for heart’s blood.” 

“None. They are all my family,” I countered. “Tell Madd-Jak to sleep 
fora while.” 

“Who are you talking to?” Walker Grey gave me a concerned look. 
“That fang of yours is bothering Ber’yl.” 

Promise wailed in my mind, looking to make her point, “Tell that 
Hell-knight my brood sisters aren’t as easy, and we’ll be happy to repay 
her for her valor.” 

“T’ve already avenged the brood. That’s how Walker Grey carries the 
sword named Ber’yl. Your wisdom precedes you.” 

“Our brood sister takes too much from you. You will drop before she 
does.” 

“Only two more days, and we will rest. I need her strong and 
untainted when we arrive.” 

“As you say, Firefanged.” 

HHA 

Viren Drake had taken command of our party by the time we’d 
crossed the Westever River bridge into Berykholt. Yseria trailed our 
small group, leading the extra mounts and making sure we were all 
still in our saddles. I was almost certain that we were, or the string of 
dark elves escorting us through the town had gotten a whole lot 
shorter. 

We'd made the trip down from Lockrun in eight days instead of 
the usual ten, and that feat might have saved my life. We came to a 
halt in the courtyard of Vigil Snow’s Hold on the north side of the 
city, and I fought hard not to let go of the light that still crept into my 
eyes. A sea of friendly faces circled us as we dismounted. I staggered, 
searching for my balance. 

“Witch!” Ayla Storm came apart at the sight of me, shrieking as 


she tackled Yseria. 

Walker Grey dove in to pry them apart. 

Sorrow circled, growling, as my Beloved arrived, grabbing my 
jacket and kissing me. 

Rae pushed me back, looking at my lip. Her face changed, and she 
spun, drawing her black blade on Cressida. “Witch!” 

“Hold!” I shouted. 

Cress reached back and drew her pair of fangs. She wasn’t going to 
fight for dominance. She was going for the quick kill. The sight of the 
dual fang-daggers chased everyone back. 

“Promise!” I screamed in my mind. 

“Madd-Jak wants to play!” My ring flickered to life. 

“Promise! Did you bite me on the lip? Or was that all Cressida?” 

“Why would it matter?” Promise wailed, “I have claimed you for my 
brood mate, Firefanged. You are mine!” 

Cress and Rae faced off in the courtyard, circling each other a few 
yards apart. 

I opened my perception to each, trying to gauge who would attack 
first. 

Rae had drawn first; she would have to make the first move. 

Cress knew it. 

Promise fed her now, fully driving Cress’s body and mind—the 
demon intent on claiming me for herself. 

I could feel the chains forming and realized the alpha had been 
holding back the whole trip over from Lockrun, saving itself for this 
crucial moment, leaving the burden on me to heal Cress, and 
draining my ability to counter its coup. 

Promise stood tall around Cress’s heart. 

As Walker tried to hold Ayla back, I pulled on my little sister’s fury, 
drawing in the vibrant, dark energy. Focused on Rae, knowing her 
moves and tendencies, I felt the spark in her mind the instant before 
she sprang forward with Talon. I threw a black ball of rage into the 
unreal being that was Promise and made my move. 

Madd-Jak sprang to meet the Champion of my life. “Play!” 

“No!” I felt the horror of the courtyard erupt around me. 

Fear, confusion, and sadness sloshed over the brows of my 


friends. 

The scene froze, everyone skewered in place, while the scream of 
Ayla Storm echoed in the distance. 

I dove into the depths of an alpha night-demon, hammering it 
through our open connection. 

I'd made a huge mistake. It wasn’t the first, nor the last, 
thankfully, in my grand life, and it had all started with an innocent 
kiss at the behest of a death-demon. 

I paid for my mistakes, even those that I’d corrected, with an 
unbreakable force of will and the power of Firefanged. In that instant, 
Promise was broken, shattered, and unchained for eternity by the 
violence of our collision. 

Trapped within my ring, Madd-Jak spun in fear, having perceived 
its brood alpha’s attack and my boundless response. The demon 
could taste the pain as it radiated around and through my ribs and 
my right lung. I’d been sure my heart would catch the fang-blade, but 
Promise had turned the strike in the last instant, even as I pierced its 
being with my black fury. 

HHA 

I hoped that Raven understood what I’d done, that I’d chosen her 
over everything else. Cress couldn’t survive without me, but I 
couldn't survive without Rae. 

The power of Promise was a danger to everyone, and we'd live far 
safer without it. As Wind Catcher, I’d caught a wind far blacker than 
expected, and I'd paid for my folly after making sure that House 
Rathven had paid for theirs. It was a lesson for my future self and 
one I would gladly share more broadly if I ever got out of this 
horribly lumpy bed. 

Sorrow slumbered at my feet. 

A cool breeze flowed in through the window, dawn still an hour 
off. 

Yseria slept in a chair by the large bed. 

The room was vast, not my usual fare when we stayed in 
Berykholt. 

The pain in my side had eased, and I could almost breathe evenly. 
A vague weight had lifted from my shoulders, and I felt lighter yet 


sad at the loss. Oddly, the knuckle of my right hand ached; the joint 
nearest my ring was slightly bruised. 

I slid out of bed and was glad that I could stand without help. I 
walked around and gently lifted Yseria, setting her on the side of the 
bed with most of the lumps. It had to be better than that chair. 

Returning from the bathroom, I whispered, “What day?” 

She placed two fingers on my lips. I smiled at the familiar gesture 
and went back to sleep. 

Hours later, I awoke to another warm body pressing against my 
back. This one being a part of me, I rolled into Rae’s warm embrace. 

“Where are we?” I rasped. 

“The Royal’s Keep in Berykholt. It’s where they keep the insane 
ones.” 

“What happened to Yser?” 

“I sent her to her own bed. She’s had enough Ara time this 
month.” 

Too much. 

“How’s Drake? Did Becks come up with the company?” 

“She couldn't. Seems that there’s a baby on the way in 
Maidenhall.” 

“What?! That’s wonderful.” 

“Talk to Tila. She’ll fill you in.” 

“Tila’s father is dead. Mono Rathven killed him in front of the 
Sovereign of Fugaku.” 

“Your father was murdered. Did you see it happen?” 

TOSS 

“That explains a lot.” 

“Such as?” 

“Such as that girl that you were protecting.” 

“The one that stabbed me with the fang-blade?” 

“Hart said that it wasn’t her. Said it was Promise gone rogue.” 

“Promise wanted you dead so that she could control me. The 
Kjaira set the whole thing up.” 

“So, the girl means nothing to you?” 

“She’s alive?” I wasn’t sure Cress would survive the destruction of 
the Kjaira. 


“Yes. Cat has taken ownership of her situation for the moment.” 

My better half waited for my answer. 

“Rae, she is me, only without the path of love and roses to bolster 
her being. Have you seen her body?” 

“No, have you?” 

“Rae, they carved her. They took a soul knife and ate her bit by bit 
for years. She has scars patterned all over her torso and her mind, 
and her heart and soul too. Promise was supposed to help keep her 
alive while I healed her, but instead, the demon was stealing our 
energy so she could strike you dead and take over completely.” 

“Have you looked in the mirror lately?” 

“Should I?” 

“Your gray hair is back.” 

Feth. 

“That explains Ayla’s reaction and yours.” 

“Tt does. It was truly a surprise, seeing my husband ride into 
Berykholt, half-dead, with a rogue Kjaira for a girlfriend.” 

I ignored that last comment, no matter how accurate it may or 
may not have been. “An alpha of its brood, and you still fought it.” 

“T intended to kill her, but someone got in the way.” 

The distance between life and death had been minuscule, and I 
would gladly live forever within those bounds if it meant Rae 
survived. “Promise wouldn't listen. I'd warned the demon that I 
wouldn't survive without you.” 

“So, you were being selfish when you intercepted that dagger with 
your heart?” 

“Promise turned the strike in the last instant.” 

“That’s not what I saw as you flew in front of me. That’s not what 
I see every time I close my eyes now.” Rae wept uncontrollably as I 
held her. 

I'd never seen her do that before, show her emotions this freely, 
and I was astonished. I gave her a moment before wrecking it, 
“Yseria was a trooper. She never left me alone with Cress, even at 
night.” 

That did the trick. 

“Remind me to kill them both later.” 


“Sure, but can we do that after breakfast? I’m starving.” 


Chapter 20 
Vigil Gray 


Carefully bathed and dressed, we walked into the dining hall of 
Lord Snow’s keep, catching the end of the breakfast crowd. Having 
been stabbed through a lung only two days earlier, I was feeling 
vastly better than expected, and my fresh bandages were staying dry. 
The power of the brood, or maybe Madd-jJak, must have healed me. 

I sat down beside a still sleepy Yseria and leaned gently on her 
shoulder. “Rae says she’ll kill you later. So, are you going to finish 
that?” 

Yser’s plate was half full, and she didn’t look like she was all that 
hungry. 

Snow’s cook made a delicious flatbread and butter. 

“Any syrup left?” I asked, glancing at Rae and Yseria. “Just my 
luck. Not one drip.” 

The flatbread was good and warm, but the blushing faces of my 
two companions were even better. 

“You think there’d be plenty. Is your sausage cold or something?” 
A new voice had arrived to obliterate my best line in years. 

I didn’t mind. I stood carefully and turned to face Cat and Cress. I 
pull Cat into a quick hug. She’d grown again since I last saw her, it 
had only been a month, and she never let go of Cress’s hand. 

“May I?” I asked my dearest friend. 

Cat sighed with relief as she placed the young woman’s hand in 
mine. Cress was a sponge; it was a sign indicating her strong will to 
survive. Not everyone comes through her ordeal with that 
motivation still intact. I certainly hadn't. 


“Please sit with us,” I said to Cat. “I’ve missed you so.” 

Sitting between Yseria and Cress, across from Cat and Rae, it was a 
more comfortable experience than I would have expected. 

‘About the other day—,” Cress began. 

“Wait, I’m still getting over your cold sausage remark,” I 
deadpanned. “Cress, how is your pain?” 

“IT can breathe now, without touching you or Cat, and once I fall 
asleep at night, I’m OK,” she spoke quietly, yet clearly. “I-I still see 
the fang diving toward your heart.” She started to weep, her deep- 
seated grief had finally reached the surface, and she was venting it. 
She’d chosen one way and the demon another. 

“Cress, will you be going with us to Maidenhall? I’m still in need 
of a bodyguard. For some reason, Yser keeps pressing me for time off 
to sleep.” 

Cress examined the table in front of her as she spoke, “You still 
want me to be your bodyguard?” 

“Well, I would be yours, too. There must be Gray House contracts 
out on both of us, and I have friends that can protect us.” 

“As the Scarred Man?” she pressed. 

“As Vigil Ara Storm. The Scarred Man is a local legend that I hide 
behind at times.” 

Cress looked across the table at Raven. “What will your wife think 
of you hanging out with the Scarred Woman?” 

I looked around the table at that fitting remark. Only Yser knew 
the full context, and she stared blankly into space. 

I spoke to Rae as much as Cressida as I replied, “Raven should be 
pleased with the arrangement. Rae knows that I care deeply about 
you for reasons that she can respect, and she also knows that she 
can kill you. With Promise gone from your heart, the Gray Wind has 
been freed from the Black. You still have a nasty pair of imbued fang- 
daggers and a lifetime of training to lean on, so ’m not worried 
about your ability to protect me. My only condition is that you meet 
my aunt Laila.” 

“Why your aunt Laila?” Cress asked. 

“She will put an end to your man-clothes. Nobody will recognize 
you after that.” 


Ayla Storm found us at that point, and I had to stand again to hug 
her. She looked at me expectantly, completely ignoring the others 
around the table, which I thought was a boon, considering Yseria 
and Cress were sitting right next to us. 

“Ayla, thank you for saving my life,” I said. 

“Tm not here for your thanks. We’re always even in that regard. 
I’m here for my new name.” 

“Ayla’sen Storm, a bird of the wind, is your new name. May a clear 
wind carry you wherever you go.” 

“My brood sister, Tila’sen, is a chaser of the wind. She will be 
happy to hear it.” 

“About the brood, with Promise gone, I’m not sure that the brood 
still exists.” 

“Brother, please check your fang. Something is still holding our 
connection together.” 

I drew my blade and took note of its subtle vibration, “Hello, 
Promise.” 

The word Firefanged echoed quietly in my mind. A soul shard of 
Promise had survived in the dagger, one still crudely linked to me. 

How is my brood? I thought. 

Your sisters are content, though even Ayla’sen outranks me now in 
her position and resolve. 

As it should be. I put the dagger away. 

“We still have a brood, though Ayla has been elevated to second,” 
I said with appropriate astonishment. 

“As it should be,” said Ayla, eyeing my gaunt face. “Now, please 
eat before your sausage gets cold.” 

The first meal of the day lingered, providing a much-needed 
warmth, one full of laughter and tears. It provided the energy that 
got us all through the rest of the day. 

HHA 

My first inclination was finding some shears and removing the 
gray that had appeared over the past fortnight. Stepping out into the 
courtyard of Snow’s Keep, I quickly decided that my head would 
prefer to remain unfrozen as a crisp winter breeze whipped around 
Berykholt. 


With my arms wrapped around Cat and Raven, we went in search 
of Company Storm. Yseria had gone back to bed, still hungover from 
the rough trip. Andarion Ylamil led the way, with Cress walking a 
step behind us as my bodyguard. I'd cut a special black leather band 
for her wrist, one soaked in an exotic mix of blood. It seemed to 
help, allowing her to walk with both hands free and feeding her 
energy without draining me to death. Cress was in a critical stage of 
her recovery. Still fighting the pain and emptiness left behind by the 
destruction of the rogue Kjaira, she craved something to fill it. Her 
feelings brimmed over in my mind, and, for my own good, I fought 
the urge to hold the young woman’s hand. 

We found the Paladins and our sentinels working with the Snow 
Company recruits on the field west of the Keep. The bark of Cynan 
Black and Sergeant Caleb Masterson filled the late morning air as we 
arrived. Captain Juno Hartwell had left his horse in the stable and 
was working alongside Gunner Trew. Hart Storm stood with Sevin 
Martell off to one side, and I did my best to sneak up on the blind 
young woman. 

“Ara, you know that’s not possible,” Hart turned and held out her 
arms, getting the biggest hug a brother could offer. 

My sister and inquisitor had the clearest view of the workings of 
my mind and soul. The fact that she didn’t run away screaming was 
a testament to her courage and lack of common sense. 

“You owe me some time and an explanation for the girl to whom 
you've become connected. Do I have a new sister?” said Hart. 

“Yes, and she is also my brood sister, along with Ayla and Madd- 
Jak.” | showed her my new ring, which flashed in the hazy morning 
light. 

Hart took a step back. 

“Sorry, it always wants to play.” 

“A playful Kjaira on your finger? How much did that cost you?” 

“A Black Fortune, mostly paid for by a Gray House of Tannoo. The 
balance, I’m still paying.” I reached back and guided Cressida 
forward. “You may have already met. Hart Storm, this is your sister, 
Cressida Storm.” 

Hart paled as she looked Cress over. “She is looking far better than 


when I first saw her, lacking the Kjaira that had chained her, and she 
seems to be healing at a remarkable rate. That could explain your 
gray hair.” 

“We're working on a balance for that,” I offered. 

I could feel Hart’s concern bubble forth. She could see the 
connection between Cress and me and the amount of energy that 
flowed between us. Hart knew the cost of my decisions better than 
anyone. She also saw the strong feeling of guilt that Cress was unable 
to hide. 

Hart was my inquisitor for a reason, and she took command 
when needed. “Cressida Storm, you are born into a new family now. 
You are safe and will soon be well enough to protect us. You are a gift 
to your brother, and he would rather die than walk a different path. 
We will work together to guide your healing and your ability to stand 
on your own.” 

My inquisitor had spoken, and I wished Saint Yseria were here to 
take notes. 

Cress nodded and drew her sword. 

“Eager for a workout?” I pointed to Sevin Martell, who was 
looking a bit bored. “I'd say try that fit young man first and work 
your way up the line. Just don’t hurt any of them. They’re family 
too.” 

Cynan Black walked over to greet me, his eyes laughing loudly, 
“Vigil Gray, it’s good to see you. Cat mentioned that you’ve had an 
exciting trip, but I didn’t realize how exciting.” 

The chronic curse of the Black that he'd fought throughout his 
career seemed to have been cured by Vigil Moon. In the background, 
Cressida pushed Sevin Martell for all he was worth, bringing a smile 
to plenty of faces around the field and some relief to the drain on my 
reserves. 

“The schemes of Maidenhall have nothing on the Gray Houses 
and the Crown in Tannoo,” I replied. “That girl is supposedly the 
daughter of Rathven’s legendary assassin. Through a terrible mistake 
in judgment by me, she arrived in Berykholt chained to a Kjaira 
demon, one that was the alpha of its brood and in a state of total 
dominance.” 


“And it’s gone now?” Cy asked, suddenly concerned. 

“Almost entirely,” I said, drawing Promise from its sheath on my 
back. “Ayla Storm now outranks her in our brood, so I’m far less 
worried about losing control.” 

“Promise seems like a terrible name for an Infernal assassin,” Hart 
remarked. “It broke its promise to you and was broken in return.” 

“As was its nature, one I mistakenly thought to change, but I’m 
learning that alphas have a mind of their own.” I looked over at 
Raven. 

Raven scoffed in her best Becks impersonation. “We don’t always 
try to control you,” she said. 

Maybe you should. I might stay out of trouble that way. And, no, I 
didn’t say that out loud. 

“Speaking of control, Cynan, I think we need to get you some 
fresh air and put some demons on notice. Viren Drake is considering 
the sergeant’s post for Company Storm, and I'd prefer to not drag him 
around the continent with me, hunting the Infernal. He’s better 
suited to keep an eye on the company in Maidenhall.” 

The Paladin tugged at his surrogate niece. “Who will be on hand 
to tame Cat before her morning coffee?” 

“T’ve faced down enough Kjaira demons this trip to know that that 
can’t be an easy task. We’ll have to figure it out before the spring 
thaw.” 

Cressida Storm planted her sword in the turf and drew a pair of 
fang-daggers, one of which was still painted with my blood. 
Company Storm all took a step back at the impressive sight of the 
eight-inch fangs, and my ring flickered. 

No, Madd-Jak, it’s not time to play. I pushed back firmly on my 
brood mate. 

“Rae, my Beloved,” I said. “You’ve already beaten her father. Teach 
her, but don’t hurt her.” 

The Champion of Company Storm took the field, offering the large 
class of sentinel recruits a lesson they'd never forget. 


Chapter 21 


Recruitment 


Lunch didn't sit well, not with Vigil Snow staring me down from 
across the table. 

Whod pissed in his coffee? 

My poor arrival upon his doorstep would be covered later today in 
a more professional setting, so I had to assume this was a personal 
matter. My best guess was his daughter, Lynda Snow, who’ stayed 
behind in Maidenhall with Becks. Snow’s oldest daughter could 
make her own decisions, and they were usually the right ones. 

“Vigil Snow, I’ve got a meeting with Sergeant Masterson this 
afternoon, but I’m happy to discuss everything immediately after 
that, during the Conclave.” 

The Winter Conclave was a meeting of Vigil minds, providing 
sensitive updates and sharing information vital to our realm’s 
defense. Nothing was off the table during the discussion, except 
perhaps one’s daughter and the Vigil that promised to protect her. 

“Ara, are you well?” Meryck Snow finally broke his silence. He’d 
already heard from Doctor Loeb about my physical condition. 

“No, sir, not even close. My company is as fit as they can be, but 
I’ve recently faced a pair of Kjaira, two from the stronger end of the 
Infernal broods, and carried a new sister halfway across the 
continent while running from the Gray Houses of Tannoo.” 

He threw a tired fact back in my haggard face, “Everything has its 
cost.” 

Such was my life. My resolve for killing demons had its price, and 
dealing with politics and the Gray Houses complicated the payment 


immensely. 

“And you know that I’m always one to pay it.” I brushed my hand 
through my ashen hair to make the point. “Did I mention that I’ve 
secured a pack of Realm Guardsmen for Lynda’s protection in 
Maidenhall? And that my head of security is a former officer in the 
King’s Realm Guard?” 

Vigil Snow seemed to relax, but only a bit. “That seems like 
overkill,” he admitted. 

And here, in my enthusiasm, I may have made a mistake. “One of 
those Kjaira that I mentioned was chained to a Gray House assassin. 
It made it into my manor’s backyard before we put it down.” 

“Funny,” he said in a tone that was anything but, “Inquisitor Loeb 
told me almost the same thing about the scene in my courtyard two 
days ago. With that in mind, I think that a full company of Realm 
Guardsmen might not be enough to keep those around you safe.” 

He had a point, so I did what I do best. 

“Meryck, have you met Tila Naam? What do you think of her?” 

“A strong, remarkable young woman. Her vocabulary is a bit 
esoteric, but her range of perception for the Infernal is almost as long 
as mine. Why does she think that she’s the sister of a Wind Catcher?” 

“She’s first-rate and dedicated when it comes to chasing the 
winds. She’s not a fighter like Thorn or me, but she’s tough. She 
helped track down a dangerous demon in the borderlands a day after 
her brother was killed in the Nantine border war.” 

“That didn’t answer my question, but I’ll wait for the Conclave. 
Tila will be attending in her capacity as a seer of Fugaku.” 

“Her father was murdered three weeks ago in the Court of Tannoo, 
literally stabbed in the back. I don’t see her returning to the East, and 
I'd like to nominate her for ascension as Vigil of the Order.” 

Snow offered a smile, “You don’t truly hate her that much, do 
you? But I concur in light of her rare ability. I will let you talk to her 
about it first.” 

Hit 

Tila Naam hadn't been hiding from me after all. She’d seemed lost 
and isolated after the death of her brother, Ram, and suffered the 
same at the recent news about her father. Fortunately, she’d become 


smitten with my captain and was spending time on his arm 
whenever they had the chance. It was a gift to see her connecting 
with Juno Hartwell. Juno, for his part, had taken to the striking Fuga 
woman, her slender form and perfectly styled appearance distracting 
us all from the determined and perceptive mind hidden beneath. 

“Tila, ’m sorry about your father and not being able to talk with 
you sooner about his death.” 

We sat in a quiet tavern only yards off the beaten path in 
Berykholt. It was my first chance of the day to sit and breathe and 
share my grief at how things had turned out in Fugaku. 

We both still struggled with the shock of it all, but Tila seemed 
farther along the path than expected. “Ara, I felt him die, and I felt 
your grief flow through the bodies of others in the moments that 
followed. It was my father’s way of saying goodbye, his final salute to 
the gray that permeated his life.” 

Almer Na’am had certainly lived a life haunted by the gray winds 
of death and had been overly eager to bargain with them. 

“He'd been tortured by Mono Rathven,” I admitted. “Your father’s 
mind was broken, shattered by a soul-eating dagger. It had 
happened before I’d arrived in Fugaku, but I think it may have been 
my fault. I'd tried to destroy the dagger by melting it down, and it 
reappeared back in the hands of Mono Rathven.” 

The daughter of Almer Naam appeared before me at that 
moment; her sympathy for her father was hard to miss. “No one is 
untouchable,” she said to herself. 

“And no one is alone in their grief,” I offered her my hand. 

Tila didn’t take it. “You carry the Black Wind, harnessed in your 
ring.” 

“Yes, the soul of a Kjaira named Madd-jJak. The demon was 
brought through the Veil incarnate by Rathven and captured by yours 
truly. I wielded it until House Rathven had utterly ceased to exist.” 

“Rathven had hundreds of hands and loyal agents throughout 
Tannoo,” she stated, still eyeing my ring. 

“They did, but we’re talking about a Kjaira and an exceptionally 
strong one at that. I couldn't have captured it without the help of the 
alpha of its brood, the one chained to Yan Magata. Surprisingly, 


neither the Crown nor the other Gray Houses were all that pleased 
with Rathven’s total demise.” 

Tila took a moment with that, looking me over again. “Rathven 
had owned the Gray Wind of Tannoo, Yan Magata’s daughter, and 
now you carry her in your heart of all places.” Tila’s poetic nature and 
rare perception gave us plenty in common, even if she trod upon the 
lighter squares of the board. 

“Cress was never really the daughter of Yan Magata but rather a 
slave bought by Rathven and used to maintain the Gray House 
hierarchy. There was some harsh disagreement on that point in the 
end, which caused us to flee Tannoo,” I explained. “Tila, please 
forgive me if her presence here burdens you, but I have declared her 
my sister and plan to use the coming winter to heal us both. Her 
scars run far deeper than my own.” 

Tila Naam had seen my scars, all of them. “I would like to meet 
her and do what I can to help as a gift to my brother. Vengeance is a 
gray wind and not a path for me to follow.” 

“Thank you. Did I hear the news correctly that you are about to 
become an aunt?” 

“And you will be an uncle,” Tila smiled. 

“That’s true. I hadn’t even thought of that.” I felt a new lightness 
in my being. “How’s Viren taking the news? I won't be dragging him 
around the continent anymore.” 

“Why do you ask about Viren? It’s not like he’s the father.” 

I should never have even tried to eat lunch today. Becks was Tila’s 
sister, so I clamped my mouth shut at the unexpected news. 

Tila leaned forward, “Ara, Becks is sterile. Her body never 
recovered from the abuse when she was tortured by House Rathven.” 

It took me a moment to absorb the meaning of her words. Feth, he 
knew. In shock, I began to weep at the sadness that struck me. 

“Tila, your brother knew. In the Akio Valley, Ram was so proud, so 
happy at the news of a new son in the family. I’d assumed that he 
was talking about me, but let’s face it, I don’t ever make anyone that 
happy.” 

We sat together like a mismatched brother and sister, sharing in 
the grief and the joy of the moment, and I did my best to hide the 


newfound certainty that Lord Meryck Snow, Vigil of the North, was 
going to kill me. 

Making sure that Tila knew she had a home with me no matter 
what, I mentioned the idea of her ascension to Vigil of the Order. It 
would be a painless first step—I’d make sure of that—but it would 
also be a life complicated by politics and threats and a chance to 
make a real difference. She could even choose to live with her sister 
and new nephew if she wanted. Having Tila in Maidenhall would be 
great when I was off falling down hellholes or tripping over Black 
deals, but I was getting ahead of us both. 

She agreed to consider it and discuss it further at the Conclave. 

Tila’s escort arrived in the form of Captain Juno Hartwell and Viren 
Drake. The former sergeant was doing his own Recon work for his 
wife and sister-in-law. 

I smiled at the man’s concern. “Viren, where’s your knife?” 

I couldn’t help but laugh as he checked on his blade, still safe in 
the sheath on his hip. 

“How’s your lip?” he shot back, returning the smile. 

“Painful for many but not the only reminder of my poor choices,” 
I admitted. “That’s why I’ve got Yseria.” 

My bodyguard only rolled her eyes from her seat near the pub’s 
door. She saw everything and kept it safely stowed away, for the 
most part, allowing her brother to make his mistakes and learn from 
them. She knew that I paid the price in a world where many did not. 

Heading back to Snow’s Hold, we found Vigil Thorn waiting in the 
courtyard. Thorn and I were due to make our annual pilgrimage into 
the presence of Sergeant Caleb Masterson, the recruits’ Training 
Master under Vigil Snow. Masterson had been an alpha-level fighter 
in his recruitment class almost twenty years ago but had suffered a 
debilitating wound in his first encounter with the Infernal Horde, 
losing his left eye. He should have retired immediately, but he 
wouldn't quit and had soon found his spot as the terror of the 
training fields. He wasn’t an easy man to get along with, but being 
the Vigil that could whip his alphas, I’d built a rapport. Vigil Thorn 
was always in need of new recruits and leveraged my good graces for 
all it was worth. 


“Vigil Gray, so nice to finally meet you.” Vigil Akila Thorn grabbed 
me in a bear hug, which isn’t easy when you're half a foot shorter 
than the other person. Like Rae, she was a half-breed dark elf, but a 
dozen years my senior with a voice that carried a perpetual tone of 
command and belligerence. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I cried, shielding my tender ribs. “I’m no 
spring chicken, Akila. Be respectful to your elders.” 

“Ha, Storm, you can’t fool me. I see you hiding in there, and you'll 
be out by spring, just like the chickens. Now, we’ve got a date with 
your best pal Masterson.” 

Reaching the recruit barracks with our bodyguards in tow, we 
found Masterson waiting outside, holding a pair of lists. It was not 
unexpected. 

“T see you've still got that dark elf for a bodyguard. How about last 
year’s recruits? They still breathing?” Masterson wasn’t one for warm, 
drawn-out greetings, even for his best pal. 

Before I could answer, Thorn cut in. “All of mine are, in large part 
due to Vigil Storm, and I believe his sentinels are as well, though I 
might be inclined to credit Cynan the Black for that good fortune.” 

“Cat got your tongue, Storm?” the brash Sergeant didn’t hold back. 
He’d seen Cynan Black and company working on the training fields 
this morning. He could count heads, and his mood being testier than 
normal left me puzzled. Something was up. 

“Almost,” I rasped. “I’m still recovering from a pair of Kjaira 
attacks. It’s been a rough month.” 

My lung was healing remarkably well, and I had to credit my new 
brood for that. I had no other explanation. I shouldn't be out of bed, 
walking around like I was after only two days, and I figured I’d be 
almost as good as new in another fortnight, assuming I didn’t do 
something foolish. If Rilo Tanika had come along on the journey to 
Berykholt, I wouldn't have put money down one way or the other on 
that. 

Caleb Masterson nodded, completely ignoring my death-demon 
quip as if facing a Kjaira was a commonplace happening in 
Berykholt. He simply handed over our lists of new recruits. 

Thorn received an amply long list, a good dozen like last time. 


Mine had the name of a pub. I checked the back of the page, but it 
was blank, so I waited for Masterson to chuckle or at least smile at 
the joke that wasn't. 

His face matched the back of the page. “Riverfront east,” he said. 
“Leave your elves at home and tell ‘em that Caleb sent ya.” 

Feth. Lunch wasn't sitting well at all. 

Thorn grabbed my arm and started hauling me away before I 
could argue with the stoic sergeant. “Let’s go, Storm. Meryck will be 
waiting on us to get the Conclave started.” 

HHH 

The Vigil Conclave filled the keep’s sizable dining hall, the officers 
and bodyguards of the Vigils present filling the place. I'd gone one 
better and invited everyone in Company Storm that cared to attend. 
Mine was the smallest company of the Order by far and wouldn't 
take up that many chairs. 

Coffee was provided, and I joined Cat and Cynan in a cup as the 
Vigil of the North opened proceedings with an update on Colivar’s 
northern reaches. Meryck Snow’s calm demeanor and level delivery 
had the keep’s staff brewing more coffee before he was halfway 
through. 

With the Realm of Niantia’s growing belligerence, sightings of 
Nantine wanderers and rogue demons in the southern half of the 
Everest Range were becoming more commonplace. Sentinels were 
bolstering the elite Scouts during their nightly treks to reduce the 
chance of being ambushed by either threat, and larger unit patrols 
were hiking routes a full two days north of Berykholt when the 
passes and the weather permitted. 

Vigil Snow planned to scour the caves come spring, bringing the 
Paladins up from Stonnberg. I volunteered to lead the attack on any 
confirmed Hell-caves. We’d be passing through the Everest Range on 
our way to Bastian in the spring, and I'd never gotten a chance to 
work directly with the Brotherhood of Paladins. Neither Snow nor 
Vigil Thorn would ever consider entering a hellhole; the risk of losing 
a vigil was decidedly too great, and our number of vigils too few, but 
it was a challenge that suited me perfectly. Besides, I had a crack 
company to back me up. 


Vigil Thorn had new plans for the Dungarr Basin on the eastern 
border of Colivar, pushing deeper into the Basin and leveraging a 
newly built fortress nearer the Fugaku border. Sentinels would share 
garrison duties with the forces of the Colivarian Duke of Dungarr that 
were being positioned to guard the border and the trade routes east. 

Akila Thorn was aware of the skills of Tila Na’am and kept an eye 
on the seer throughout the Conclave meeting. I knew what Thorn 
wanted and couldn't object. The long-sighted and even-keeled seer 
would be the perfect complement for the hot-blooded Thorn in 
handling any demonic incursions or heretical activity in the difficult 
jungles and swamps. Still, I wasn’t sure that Tila would be safe living 
so close to her former home in Hollen. 

Given the floor, I considered a hundred scattered points that I 
wanted to share with everyone, finally deciding to work backward 
from the present. 

“lve had an interesting week,” I said, drawing several warm 
smiles from the crowd. Circling the room, I halted in front of my 
sister, Inquisitor Hart. 

Hart had already explained what had happened during the 
courtyard incident, but she hadn't explained the unlikely scene’s 
underlying reasons. 

Theld out my left hand. “Hart Storm, what do you see?” 

Nobody in the room chuckled at that. Hart’s reputation for clear 
sight was as immense as my reputation for wading too deeply into 
trouble. 

“Vigil Gray of Maidenhall, paying the price for his folly.” 

She grinned at her insight. We all did. 

Drawing Promise, I held out my left hand again. “And now?” 

“Your Kjaira dagger. It is imbued with the soul of a death-demon. 
It isn’t as strong as it once was. A feeble gust, not a gale.” Never 
before had such words been uttered outside the confines of our 
close-knit company. 

I glanced at Snow and his inquisitor, Doctor Loeb. They seemed 
calm, so I pressed onward. 

“To clarify, my fang-dagger holds only a small shard, a fraction of 
an alpha Kjaira’s soul, mixed with a drop of my blood and my sister 


Ayla’s to preserve it. What we fought the other day in the courtyard 
was its twin on an immensely stronger scale, and the alpha demon 
was wielding a much more potent weapon.” 

I caught the eye of my new bodyguard. She’d been used by the 
dark soul, instead of healed, in another foolish failing of Vigil Gray. 
Sheathing my dagger, I held out my right hand, trying to catch my 
sister Hart by surprise. “What do you see?” 

Hart replied without a hitch, “A bottle, its message lost, replaced 
by a death-demon of immense energy.” 

My ring sparkled with crimson fire, fully awake and aware of the 
many strong energies also bottled within the room. 

“Madd-Jak always wants to play,” I said. “It’s a strong Kjaira 
demon and brood sister to the alpha left in my dagger. The ring was 
a gift to me by the Gray House of Rathven, brought to Maidenhall 
from Tannoo with the intent of harvesting a few more souls for its 
Infernal contract. The alpha demon arrived at about the same time, 
chained to a legendary Fuga assassin named Yan Magata. With great 
promise, I caught the full demon’s soul in an empty fang-dagger and 
formed a limited connection with it.” 

I looked over at Tila Na’am and at Vigil Snow. “Snaring the alpha 
was an act of the Wind Catcher, and it was necessary. My acts of 
desperation came later in Tannoo, in a fighting pit facing a Kjaira 
incarnate and again upon meeting the Gray Wind of Tannoo, a young 
woman meant to inherit the Black Fortune bought with the thousand 
souls once contained within this ring.” 

Inquisitor Loeb had to speak up, “They collected a thousand 
souls?” 

“A thousand and one,” I replied. “But I could only save the last.” I 
walked over to my newest bodyguard and pulled her away from the 
back wall. “Everyone, please meet Cressida Storm, my newest sister. 
One day, she will be whole, and she is worth the price to make it so.” 

I stared at Loeb, daring him to contradict my statement. His clear 
sight ability allowed him to see the inner health of those around 
him. Cressida had to look like a shipwreck in his mind, a vessel 
barely afloat. To me, she was a desperate message in a bottle, one 
that pleaded for freedom from the clutches of the Infernal Domain. 


“There are those in the room that question my motives for saving 
Cressida or my poor judgment in unleashing an alpha Kjaira in our 
midst, and I will not deny the sound truth of saner minds. I have 
taken pains to rectify the situation, and today we’re on far safer 
ground.” 

“Why don’t you take off the ring?” Loeb asked. 

“And chance it landing in the wrong hands? It carries my brood 
sister Madd-Jak. Would you give away your own family to be 
enslaved, Doctor Loeb? Would you risk the unleashing of a Kjaira in 
our realm or any other?” I asked the questions that I’d already asked 
myself as I looked around the room. “I won't, the outcome being 
eminently worse than you can imagine.” 

Loeb had his own job to do. “What happened to the alpha of your 
so-called brood? Now that your dagger only carries a small shard of 
its soul, where is the rest of it?” 

“The crafty bitch proved that alphas are far from safe to have 
around in full and never to be trusted.” My pierced lung and 
Cressida’s burden could attest to that. “I destroyed it as it turned on 
Raven.” 

I hoped Loeb wouldn't press for more details on that event. I 
couldn’t openly explain what I did. 

“And your shoulder?” Loeb smiled. He knew my medical history 
and, even though the joint was mostly healed, he could tell that I’d 
damaged it yet again. 

“There was that death-demon incarnate that I mentioned earlier. 
My acts of desperation don’t begin lightly.” 

Besides my companions from the trip to Tannoo, no one in the 
room had ever seen or survived a death-demon incarnate. No one 
ever did, except me, and I’d done it twice. 

“What happened to the Kjaira in Tannoo? The one that you carry 
in that ring?” It was Drake asking this time, not Loeb, and Viren had 
been there. “How are we still alive?” 

Yser and Cress only shrugged as I looked at them. They didn’t 
know the answer either. 

“Promises kept, promises broken,” I answered. “I had the ring, 
and that drew the demon to me. The alpha Kjaira’s brood dominance 


kept Madd-Jak under control long enough for me to kill it with the 
Black dagger and capture its soul into this ring.” 

Clearly unsettled by the desperate tactics of his fellow Vigil, Snow 
jumped in, “Should we expect trouble from the Fuga Crown?” 

“I did everything expected of me as the Wind Catcher of Fugaku, 
but Sovereign Doyne wanted more. She wanted me to hand over 
Cress, so I resigned my position, and we fled, pursued by the Gray 
Houses of Tannoo.” 

Viren Drake stood up at that moment, “As a Fuga citizen, I’m 
ashamed of the Crown for her treatment of Vigil Storm. He’d aided 
her and was in the right, and she blocked his path, trying to control 
him.” 

Raven stood up. “Does the Sovereign of Fugaku still live?” 

“Yes, though Ara would have reacted differently if not for her.” 
Viren pointed at Cress. “They all wanted her, the Houses and the 
Crown, and he had only one option, which was to protect her.” 

A cute smirk graced Raven's adorable face. “Are you saying that the 
Crown of Fugaku and the Gray Houses of Tannoo declared war upon 
my husband, and he fled instead of fighting them all?” 

It had sounded far better when Viren Drake explained it. 

“Yes,” I answered with a gulp. 

What the hell was wrong with me? 

“Keep the ring and keep her, too,” Rae nodded to Cress. “She’s 
worth a Black Fortune for the effect she has on him.” 

To say that I was confused would have been kind. 

“Rae, do I get to keep you too?” I’m sure I’ve asked dumber 
questions before, but nothing comes to mind. 

Raven sighed. 

Cress helped her out, “He’s slow, isn’t he?” 

Rae nodded to her with a cold smile, “And he’s still mine.” 

Hart stood up, silencing the room. She had a declaration to make. 
“For any here that are still wondering about my brother Ara, he may 
be slow at times, but he’s still faster and more determined than any 
Unreal entity that may come through the Veil. He is Firefanged, after 
all.” 

Feth. I was finally getting used to the beds in the Royal Keep. 


Chapter 22 
Nether Bitch 


We moved steadily through the lower neighborhood, scanning 
about in all directions. The river formed a broad barrier on our right 
as we searched for the right pub. The sentinels preferred their 
drinking places farther up the hill, nearer Snow’s Hold or the many 
barracks, and I would never have suspected that Sergeant Masterson 
spent his time down on the riverfront. 

The Westever River ran across the southern edge of Berykholt, 
making its way down to the Sea of Breen after a steady, hundred- 
mile jog to the west. Overlooking the river and a set of small docks, 
the Old Pony Pub was a worn and well-guarded establishment with 
watchers aplenty and a few tougher-looking individuals waiting 
around to back them up. The pub was two stories tall, with a raised 
porch and a balcony around three sides. 

We exchanged glances with the busy barroom as we walked up to 
the counter. Only Cressida was with me now, and no, that hadn't 
gone over at all well with my darker and dearer companions. Cress 
loved it, her hand warmly clasped my own. She didn't even let go as I 
waved to the bartender, acting like a couple out for an ale on a chilly 
winter’s night down by the river in the middle of a Gray-run area. 
Under those circumstances, we had zero chance of fooling anyone. 

Our swords hung across our backs. Our armor was clean and well- 
repaired. Our eyes had checked every corner as we walked in the 
door, and we didn’t look all that thirsty. We looked like nothing but 
trouble. 

The bartender hopped up off her barrel and sized us up, “I’m 


Geneva, and who might you be?” 

Introductions were keenly important in this part of town. 

“Tm Mister Gray,” I replied. “Caleb sent me.” 

“What for?” The bartender frowned. 

Masterson hadn't revealed anything about this place or my reason 
for being here. I’d assumed it had to do with a new recruit. 

“Tm supposed to pick up someone here, but he didn’t tell me who 
or why.” 

“Do you mean us any harm?” she asked. 

It was an old trick. The bartender, or someone in the room, had a 
clear sight ability and could see the truth in my answer to that direct 
question. 

I could play the same game, and that would tell them plenty 
about me. “No,” I shot back. “Do you?” 

The woman waited for a second before answering, her eyes 
scanning the taproom behind us. A dozen hands were scattered 
about, and I was fairly sure the regulars drinking the warm ale were 
connected as well. 

“No, I don’t.” She signaled a man by the door, and the loud click of 
a lock was followed by a second. “Come around behind the bar,” she 
said. “Both of you.” 

The bartender slid her barrel back a few feet and lifted a trap door. 
“She stays here. I’ll buy her a drink.” 

“No, Cress stays with me. She doesn’t drink, and she’s not well 
enough to stand on her own.” 

“Not well?” the woman asked. 

“Do you know who I am, Geneva? And do you have any idea why 
Caleb would have sent me here?” 

“T don’t care as long as you take her out of here.” Geneva pointed 
down into a poorly lit basement. 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

“No, I didn’t, but the ghost will. Now, be quick. Knock when you 
want out.” 

Being close to the river, the basement was clammy and smelled of 
stale air. It held several casks of ale and other spirits, a few crates, a 
small table with a large candle, and a canvas cot. 


Sitting at the table was a ghost of the northern reaches, a woman 
with steel-blonde hair and pale skin wrapped in a rough leather 
jacket and a wool hat. Other than the Nantine and a growing feeling 
of desperation, the room appeared empty. 

Cress stood by the ladder, and I sat down across from the woman. 
“Tm Ara, and this is Cress. Who are you?” 

“Tm Bengla. Are you here to take me south?” 

“Why south?” 

“It’s not safe here. We’re too close to Niantia.” 

“Ande” 

“Tm being hunted. I took something, and the Damogir of Niantia 
wants it back. I’ve stayed far too long here in Berykholt.” 

That was three reasons and still not the answer I was hoping for. 
So much for a useful new recruit. 

“Why should I put my neck on the line for you?” 

The woman was cold, not in a professional killer sort of way, but 
her emotions were shaded, barely coming through. It felt like I was 
talking to a ghost in an empty basement. 

I reached out slowly, placing a finger on her hand, breaking 
through her mask before she flinched, pulling her hand back. 

She was hiding something from me. 

I crossed my arms and waited for her reply. 

She got the hint. “They said I should show you this.” 

Reaching behind her back, she drew her weapon and placed it on 
the table before us. 

I held my arms where they were, holding back an intense need to 
touch the dagger made from a Kjaira fang. 

FETH. 

“Was it an alpha?” I said. 

“How would I know?” 

I held out my hand, letting Bengla decide if I should hold the 
dagger or not. 

First introductions were crucial, setting the balance and rules for 
the future. The touch of the dagger told me little, other than the soul 
it contained was but a shard, a fraction of an Infernal entity’s power. 

Madd-Jak howled in my head, “Play!” 


“No!” I pushed back. “What is its name?” 

“Koki-Ten.” 

“Nether Bitch,” I thought. “Your Brood?” 

“Not Brood! Play!” 

I was glad to know that Madd-Jak wasn't intimidated by the other 
Kjaira. 

“No! Sleep!” I commanded. I asked the woman, “What do you call 
it?” 

“Second Fang.” 

“Where is its twin?” 

Bengla froze, looking me in the eye, probably wondering how I 
would know to ask such a thing. “It belongs to the Damogir.” 

“Koki-Ten,” I thought, caressing the blade with my cold hands. 

The Kjaira purred in my ear, “Greetings, Gray Prince. Your touch 
awakens my soul.” 

“Who wields you?” 

“The Second Fang is but one among my brood. All six warriors are 
of admirable skill, the Get of the Damogir.” 

“Your brood?” 

“Yes,” 

“Have you been well-fed?” 

‘At times, but not as Iam now.” 

“Tt is an honor to meet you, Koki-Ten. We shall speak again of the 
Get.” 

I returned the dagger. It belonged to the pale woman, an 
unbreakable chain between them. She was of the Nantine King’s 
bloodline and carrying an imbued weapon of tremendous power. 
Nothing dangerous here. Nothing at all. 

Feth. 

Another Kjaira had arrived in Berykholt, and it definitely wasn’t an 
Order recruit. Masterson was either ignorant or a lot more in the 
know than I suspected. 

“Tt’s yours,” I said. “Keep it.” 

“Will you help me?” she asked. 

The woman hadn’t really introduced herself, and neither had I. 
First introductions were crucial. 


“You're Get of the Dam,” I said, not fully comprehending what that 
was but assuming the worst. For once, I was right, but I didn’t know 
it yet. 

My response wasn't really a question or an answer, but the 
woman gulped and nodded, setting the balance with her honesty. 

I took it as a down payment and set the rules, “Tomorrow 
morning at dawn, an escort will be waiting for you outside this pub. 
We'll provide you a horse. From the moment you mount up, you will 
be under my protection. Until then, remain here, out of sight.” 

I signaled Cress to knock. 

After I explained the woman’s upcoming departure, Geneva gave a 
sigh of relief and showed us out the backdoor into a small yard with 
an iron gate. 

“We'll be sweeping the area overnight,” I said. “Call in your men 
and tell them that the drinks are on Masterson. Keep them all out of 
the way and the woman underground until morning. Also, when you 
see Caleb, tell him he owes me double next time. He’ll know what it 
means.” 

Our first stop was the Royal Keep in Snow’s Hold. We may have 
avoided trouble tonight, but I’d certainly be creating my own if I 
didn’t check in with Raven and her Royal Guards before going to the 
North Tower. I was dragging from the long day and intended to sleep 
before our dawn departure. I handed Cress over to Cat and found 
Captain Hartwell, letting him know about our early morning drill. 
Groans were heard throughout the Royal Keep as the news spread of 
our departure time, but I was sure that most of the company would 
be glad to be on their way back home. 

Yser, Ayla, Rae, and my Beloved’s six elven Royal Guards followed 
me into the North Tower, the domain of Snow’s Scouts. The Scouts, 
an elite cadre of demon-fighters within the Order, knew that I was in 
town and weren't surprised by the mission I offered them. Nantine 
interlopers had been reported around town for the past year, and 
after last year’s attack, Vigil Snow had begun allocating sentinels to 
the town’s Night Watch. 

Throughout the night, the Scouts would sweep the north side of 
the river in the section east of the bridge. The dark elves would do 


the same on the south side, covering the riverbank and surrounding 
wooded areas. The elves wore hunters’ amulets, which shaded their 
presence from a casual observer, and I expected the Nantines to be 
doing the same. When they occurred, the encounters would be full of 
surprise and a quick death for whoever let their guard down. 

“Where will you be tonight?” Ayla was eager to join in the fun. 

Raven issued her own orders, “He’ll be in bed, resting before the 
trip home.” She wasn’t a fan of my gray hair. 

I was too tired to argue. “Ayla’sen will be in charge of tonight’s 
mission. Both the Scouts and the Royal Guard will check in with her 
throughout the night. Sorrow will be hunting, so don’t be startled if 
you see her.” 

“Sorrow?” Scout-Sergeant Corbin asked for all those present. 

“Ayla will introduce her before you leave the Keep. After that, I 
doubt you'll see her again. Mott Duncan will connect with you before 
we ride out in the morning. I want a safe path to the riverfront and 
over the bridge. Once we’re clear of the town and moving south, we 
should be OK.” 

HHH 

The morning was frigid in its half-lidded gaze. 

A wagon in the courtyard held four bodies in its bed as we 
straggled past to mount up. All of the bodies looked like they’d taken 
a mauling from axes or claws, but it wasn’t always clear. Pale blonde 
hair leaked out beneath the dried blood. 

Juno Hartwell had taken note but didn’t order a change to the 
morning’s plan. “Mount up! Shields out!” he barked. 

Everyone knew the drill. 

Our sentinels would be placed throughout the group, their shields 
offering protection from any crossbowmen that had managed to hide 
the entire night from our experienced patrols. 

I rode near the rear of our column as we left Snow’s Hold and 
headed down the hill toward the town. Once we were halfway to the 
bridge, I whistled and split off to the left, circling east through 
Berykholt at a steady pace with Yser and Cress. Cress led one of our 
extra Steppe runners while Yser sported an oversized shield. 

It was our last chance to scout before the pale princess stepped 


into the open, and I searched outward with all of my senses as we 
approached the Old Pony from the east. The bridge was several 
blocks ahead, and I could see our party crossing. On the far side, a 
half-dozen tired elves waited to join the parade south. 

On the Pub’s balcony overlooking the riverfront, Sorrow growled, 
leaping across the alley to the next building’s roof. She scouted her 
way west toward the bridge as Ayla Storm stepped out from the alley 
and up to the pub’s front door. 

Two knocks later, the door opened, and Bengla stepped through, a 
sizable backpack on her shoulders. 

Cress hopped down to help get her safely mounted, and soon they 
were off, racing along the riverfront with Yseria at their side. 

Daur, my gelding, was ready to run. 

I peered down at Ayla, who was standing alone on the Pub’s front 
porch. “Are you coming with us?” 

Ayla looked bone-tired but pleased with herself. “Did you forget 
my horse?” she said, eyeing her slower big brother. 

“Not at all,” I replied, offering her my hand. “Well done, Ayla’sen.” 

I lifted Ayla into the saddle before me, feeling the chill in her 
bones and the fatigue in her mind. It would have been cruel to make 
the girl ride all day after working all night. 

We trotted westward toward the bridge, chasing down our column 
in the growing dawn light, and Ayla was asleep before we caught 
them, a mile down the road. 


Chapter 23 


The Pale Princess 


With Bengla suddenly out in the open, the first leg of our journey, 
the three days of riding down to Stonnberg, held the most risk of 
pursuit. 

The duke’s city was a vast, well-patrolled net that would likely 
delay and deter any organized group of foreign hunters. Duke Ragir 
marshaled his own army of red-clad soldiers and horsemen, and 
he’d provide us an escort if the threat proved real. Before that, we still 
needed to know more about the Nantine woman and the price to be 
paid for her presence. 

I'd gone with my gut, swayed by her possession of a Weapon of 
Kings, but the chain of connection between Bengla and the Kjaira 
soul scared me. As winds go, she was flying her flag in one of the 
darkest, but between Sorrow, Raven, and me, I was certain we could 
take her down if she turned into Yan Magata’s long-lost sister. 

What’s one more Kjaira among deadly friends? 

Riding alongside Bengla, I still held Ayla, wrapped in a blanket 
before me. My company was strung out along the duke’s road ahead 
of us while Andarion Ylamil and Mott Duncan brought up the rear. 
Bengla had reversed her pack, cradling it in front of her, taking the 
heavy weight off of her back. I offered to have one of our sentinels 
carry it for her, but she declined. She wasn’t making it easy. 

“What exactly is the Get of the Dam?” I asked. 

“The Nantine Royal Brood,” she replied. “We wield the gifts of the 
Black God of the Damogir.” 

“You're the daughter of the King of Niantia?” 


“No,” she spoke as if bored of my ignorance. “The Damogir has no 
wives, no sons, and no daughters, but only those of his bloodline 
that he has claimed. The unclaimed test themselves in the Blood 
Challenge, and only the survivors of that ordeal become a part of his 
Brood, each receiving a token of the Black God’s power.” 

She’d shown me her fang-blade as evidence of her position, and I 
had no reason to doubt her words. Still, she was hiding something, 
and after six hours in the saddle, she looked abused, perhaps ill, and 
growing in age with every step her horse took in our trek southward. 

“We'll stop soon. Are you feeling OK?” 

She deflected my concern, “Are you?” 

Perhaps the demon’s name was more than accurate for this 
abrasive woman, but she didn’t seem that deadly to me. In the broad 
light of winter, my gray hair and sickly complexion must have been 
plainly evident. I fought to remain upright in my saddle, wanting to 
hide the slight lean that my recent wound required, and I enjoyed the 
warmth that Ayla provided. 

“No, not at all,” I replied. “What is your rank among the Brood?” 
The thought of another alpha in our midst irked me so. 

She smiled at my knowledge. “I am Second Fang. Only my brood- 
brother Careck ranks above me.” 

“May I see your fang-blade again?” 

I drew Promise as she handed me Koki-Ten, and the woman 
gasped in surprise. A shard in each hand, I made the introductions. 

“Have you met Tao-Rien?” I spoke out loud. “Alpha of her brood.” 

Koki-Ten answered first, a whisper in my mind, “Greetings 
honored one. You carry a once illustrious fiend.” 

“One that has fallen far,” I thought in reply. “May you not suffer 
such a fate.” 

“To suffer is our fate, but to fall at one’s own folly is a travesty,” 
Koki-Ten hissed, almost laughing at her hellkind. 

I agreed with the demon’s apt opinion. Tao-Rien had once been a 
powerful alpha Kjaira, and now, it existed as a broken demon named 
Promise. 

Promise screeched back. “Be still. Learn your lesson in silence.” 

“Your wisdom has not been lost, sister.” I brushed the blade along 


my cheek and nudged Madd-Jak. 

Koki-Ten yowled in my mind. “Brood sisters in the Outer Domain! 
My masters will not be pleased.” 

“Who are your masters?” 

“The Damogir and the Black Prince.” 

I was certain that I already knew who the Nantines were dealing 
with in Hell. The Low Prince Kasaval had been aiding them in their 
wars and had ended up losing mightily on my behalf. 

“How would they know of my brood, Koki-Ten?” I pulled the ire 
from Promise and shoved it at the Nantine blade. I was done playing 
nice with Kjaira. 

“Second Fang of the Get will surely tell them. You must end her 
before you are betrayed.” 

“What is she hiding?” 

‘A shard of her life has recently left her. She is severely weakened 
because of it.” 

“Where are the other shards of Koki-Ten?” 

“Not far to the north, four Claws of the Get hunt in a pack. They 
follow Second Fang in pursuit of the Gray Princess. She calls to them, 
drawing them to their mark.” 

Perhaps, I should have noted the deeper meaning in that last 
remark, but all I could think of was the fact that, in my attempt to 
protect another woman, I was about to kill my wife. 

Four more Nantine assassins, each chained to the same alpha 
Kjaira, were hunting Raven, and Bengla led them straight to their 
target. The Second Fang was doing her job perfectly in her imperfect 
condition. I had a lot to learn from her and a lesson to teach her 
broodkin. 

I handed the imbued weapon back to Bengla and sheathed my 
own, whispering into my sleepy sister’s ear, “Where is the missing 
shard of the pale princess?” 

My little sister had eavesdropped on the whole conversation 
through our strong brood connection. Ayla’s hand lifted, pointing out 
the obvious. 

I called ahead, “Juno, we need to take a break.” 

Our planned camp was still hours up the road, but we weren't 


going to be stopping for long. We only needed to stretch and perform 
a bit of housekeeping. At the next wooded windbreak, we all 
dismounted, except for Bengla. 

“Hand me your pack. You don’t want to drop it,’ I offered my 
hand to Bengla, my other holding tightly to her horse’s reins. 

The woman sat, frozen in her saddle, looking for a way out. What 
did she expect would happen? 

I gave her one last chance to come clean, “What did you take from 
the Damogir that he would send his Get in pursuit, or are they after 
something else?” 

“Only myself,” she replied, dropping the heavy pack beside me. 

As I turned and lunged to catch it, Bengla scooped up the reins, 
spun her mount, and galloped away, racing back up the road we’d 
just covered. 

“Jarrla!” 
“Hold!” I yelled to my crew. “Let her go. She’ll be drawing our 


she wailed in agony, disappearing over the nearest rise. 


pursuers towards her.” 

The miles through the northern hills had been fairly empty, and 
our two sentinel scouts had continued ranging forward and back, 
just in case. They’d seen nothing of concern. 

“Pursuers?” Mott asked. “Is there something we should know?” 

I opened the bulky pack. Feth. 

“Rae!” I shouted, lifting out an overwrapped, squirming bundle of 
joy that was in dire need of a change in clothes. 

A cold breeze caressed the infant’s pale face, waking it fully to a 
resounding alarm. The men of my company each took a step back 
while Rae and Yseria rushed in, grabbing the babe. 

Yseria eyed me with suspicion. “Ara, what have you done this 
time?” 

“Tt’s not mine if that’s what you're thinking. I hardly knew that 
woman.” 

“Tt’s shaded,” Rae showed the amber necklace tied around its tiny 
waist. “And far too cute for it to be Ara’s.” 

Yser took the chance to correct her, “I’m not that sure. It certainly 
smells like a prince.” 

Mott pointed at the child, “Is that why you think we’re being 


pursued?” 

I looked around at the dark elves in our midst. They weren't going 
to like my answer. “No. My guess is that they don’t even know about 
the child. They’re hunting the Gray Princess.” 

Our column grew silent at that news. 

Rae looked up, knowing the reference was about her. She was our 
only princess and one that had found the perfect balance between 
the light and the dark of her souls, a fierce and deadly combination 
best described by the Kjaira’s insightful term. 

“Who told you that?” Mott asked. 

“A Kjaira, one held within the woman’s fang-blade. The pale 
woman is a Get of the Damogir from Niantia and weakened, but she 
knows that her brood’s hunters will catch us.” 

“We will kill them,” the leader of Raven’s Royal Guard, a dark elf 
named Kalf, stepped forward. 

I agreed with Kalf. It was a solid plan. But, guessing at the skill of 
the demon-driven hunters headed our way, I assumed that the six 
Royal Guards couldn't face even one alone. I didn’t want to sacrifice 
the dark elves or the unclaimed child, but I also didn’t plan on being 
hunted by every enemy Kjaira on the continent. 

Feth. I was stumbling along, and I couldn't sort things out in my 
slower than normal mind. 

“Cat, please help Ara,” Hart snapped out an inquisitor’s order and 
pointed to Cress. Vigil Moon took hold of the scarred woman’s hand, 
and an immense weight lifted from my mind. 

Feth! Five Kjaira-imbued hunters were headed our way, and I 
stood like a statue in front of Company Storm, acting like an addled 
old man. 

I barked out a new order while I had my senses, “Juno, you are 
temporarily relieved of command. You will escort Tila, Cat, and the 
baby as fast as possible to the Duke’s Hold in Stonnberg. Take our 
three extra mounts and use them up. Don’t stop moving. You can rest 
when you get there.” 

Juno and Tila were by far our fastest and most experienced riders, 
and Cat had ridden plenty herself. With the extra horses, there was 
no way any pursuit would catch them, even at night. 


I had to believe that. 

Along with Tila and Cat, the infant would be a huge worry for me 
as the Nantine death squad approached, and I needed to focus. The 
rest of us would hold where we were, staying together and offering a 
fight on our terms. 

Cat stared at me, along with the rest of the company. 

“Cat, leave me your sword.” I turned to my captain. “Juno, please, 
for our company’s sake, go now. We can’t risk losing everyone at 
once.” 

Raven handed the baby off to Tila. “Ara, what’s wrong?” 

“I fethed up again,” I replied. “I should have learned by now that 
the work of the Wind Catcher never ends well.” 

Tila nodded. She’d seen what the woman carried inside her but 
trusted that I knew what I was doing. She wrapped a sling across her 
chest for the infant and climbed onto her horse. Cat and a reluctant 
Juno Hartwell followed suit, and the weight on my mind returned. 

“The night is yours, Ara Storm.” Tila offered a sad smile before 
kicking her horse and heading south. 

“Ara?” Rae shook me to get my attention. 

I pushed outward with my senses in all directions and felt a 
muddy darkness growing on the northern horizon. The four Claws of 
the Get, Kjaira imbued warriors all, were closing in with their brood’s 
second. As the local leader of the Damogir’s brood, Bengla would be 
fighting against us as well. She was weakened, but so was I. Unable 
to defend the babe herself, she’d left the child with us, and perhaps 
that would work in our favor. 

What had Sergeant Masterson been thinking by placing that 
woman, a death-demon’s fang, in the middle of my path? 

Had he gone insane? 

Did he have something against Raven or the dark elves that 
surrounded us? 

I asked myself what I would have done in Caleb’s situation, 
finding an enemy Kjaira in my hometown, and I had to admit that it 
would probably be something similar. With a Kjaira imbued assassin 
hiding in Berykholt right before the Winter Conclave, who better to 
deal with it than Vigil Storm? 


Yan Magata had been an incredible threat, but five chained to a 
Kjaira at once was another challenge entirely. They could destroy the 
Order’s presence in Berykholt or annihilate Company Storm as it 
waited for me to clear my mind on the road to Stonnberg. 

“Five Kjaira-bound assassins,” I finally managed to answer Mott’s 
question. “They’re coming for Raven.” 

Again, the fog lifted from my mind, the pull of energy from 
Cressida gone. 

Cress had removed the leather strap from her wrist and stood 
trembling in pain beside Yseria. She begged me, “Ara, make it quick.” 

Around me, the anxiety of our company spiked. 

Drawing Promise, I slapped the demon’s soul with my growing 
anger as I watched Cress suffer. I would make it quick. 

I pressed on the demon’s mind, “Is Koki-Ten the alpha of her 
brood?” 

“Of course, they couldn’t make a true brood in the Outer Domain 


? 


without an alpha to weave the souls’ connections,” the demon 
answered. 

“Are we not bound as a brood?” I asked. 

Promise wailed with laughter. “Firefanged is not an alpha Kjaira. 
You only tie the crudest of knots with your blood.” 

Clueless, I'd been carrying the help I needed on my back the 
whole time. 

“Promise, weave the brood connections between us. Do it now!” 

The merest wave of light passed before my eyes, and for a 
moment, I felt like I was floating on a spider’s web. 

The alpha demon hissed an instant later, “As you wish, your brood 
ties are now complete.” 

The weight on my mind returned, less than half of what it was 
before, and Cressida’s face relaxed, her pain fading to bearable. 

Ayla seemed to spin in place for a moment, not sure of where to 
look. 

My vision snapped, and suddenly I was staring at myself. Saints, I 
looked like a wreck. 

“Stop that.” I nudged Ayla. “Save it for later.” 

She winked back. 


The brood links had been woven into us, our combined awareness 
growing significantly with the use of Promise’s hidden ability. I’d 
been using my blood to drive our connections, and it was evident 
that the alphas of the Infernal Brood used an exceedingly more 
effective method. Our souls were somehow intertwined; Ayla, Cress, 
Madd-Jak, Promise, and I were all woven together as one without a 
single chain to break. It told me a lot about the Get of the Damogir 
that we were about to face. 

“Cress, are you OK?” I asked. 

The woman still seemed to be in a bit of a daze. 

“Cress, draw your fangs.” 

Cress reached behind her back, and my ring flashed brightly in the 
waning day. 

“Play!” echoed through our minds as one, and Cress did 
something that I hadn’t seen her do in days. She flashed a smile and 
nodded. 

The coming encounter would be dictated by our pursuers unless 
we did something drastic. The five Kjaira-driven hunters were a dire 
threat, shards of the same alpha and brood-bound. Yan Magata had 
built his legend upon the chaining and partial control of an alpha 
Kjaira, and I had to assume that these Claws of the Get were similarly 
skilled but with a far better grasp of their power. That meant keeping 
them away from Company Storm’s more vulnerable members while 
we ambushed them with our own Kjaira-imbued fighters. Sure, 
every one of us was vulnerable to a Kjaira, but I hoped they’d 
underestimate us, and based on my performance so far, that seemed 
like a likely scenario. 

I'd speak with Sergeant Masterson later. 


Chapter 24 
The Gray Princess 


With my mind mostly functioning again, I intended to simplify 
the situation by giving Yseria command of the dark elves. The 
Bastian Royal Guards were positioned to shield my company’s 
sentinels and watch Raven’s back. Yser was almost as skilled as 
Andarion, and with help, I hoped she could hold off at least one of 
the attackers. 

My sentinels formed a tightly knit shield line in an arc around 
Ayla and Hart. The pair of young women had their backs to the 
woods, facing the road, and Sorrow remained hidden behind them, 
waiting in ambush. The Paladins each guarded one end of the 
sentinel line, and behind them, our defenders of last resort were 
Viren Drake and Cressida Storm, ready to counter anyone that 
managed to clear our axes and shields. 

Cress was empty, no longer imbued with anything more than her 
own damaged being and the small shards of Madd-Jak contained in 
her fang-daggers. The brood connection kept us both on our feet, but 
she still had a long way to go in her recovery. I prayed that neither 
she nor Viren would be called upon to act in the coming battle. 

If things went badly, it might not make any difference, but the 
near-empty backpack of Bengla sat at Hart’s feet, a short sword 
piercing it. We hoped that its presence might distract the Second 
Fang of the Get. I knew who my first target would be in the 
upcoming encounter, and I wasn’t going to leave the enemy with any 
reason to remain on our side of the Everest Mountains. 

Andarion and Rae were a pair, defending the area in front of 


Yseria and the Royal Guards. Ten yards in front of Rae, I was the 
perfect point man, easy to ignore in my sad state of appearance. 
Bengla didn’t seem to know anything about the demon bound to her, 
and I figured she knew even less about mine. Ready for the coming 
attack, we waited, mere yards from the road to Stonnberg, as dusk 
and the Get of the Dam arrived. 

With the fang-blade imbued with Promise in my left hand and the 
broadsword Exile in my right, I watched the line of four Claws 
approach. 

Lacking any reason to run, they'd left their horses up the road, and 
I could feel their supreme confidence like a solid wall around them. 

Trained to take advantage of their speed, the Claws each wore 
leather armor and sturdy vambraces. Their weapons were similar to 
mine, with nimble short swords and curved black daggers, relics 
made from the long claws of Koki-Ten incarnate. Their inhuman 
presence was palpable; their eyes were a sickly, fiery red. 

Bengla brought up the rear. Her eyes had changed, no longer a 
mother or even a woman; she was an Infernal assassin to the core. 

“Play!” Madd-Jak roared in my head. 

“Soon!” Promise hissed back. 

Sensing the challenge before them, both death-demons vibrated 
eagerly in my mind, as did the fear in the minds of Ayla and Cress. 
They saw what we faced. 

“Rae!” I shouted back. “Did Yan Magata’s eyes ever glow red?” 

Raven didn’t answer, but I could feel her apprehension growing at 
this new sight. 

The House of Rathven had chained a death-demon to Yan Magata, 
while the Damogir of Niantia had chosen a different method, 
chaining his get to an immensely powerful fiend. The Black Wind 
truly ruled that realm. 

Rae shifted her stance behind me, and I felt the menacing 
presence of Rei-Seeck emerge. She was their mark and ready to make 
them pay for their folly, but the dark hunters would have to get past 
me first. 

Lacking the proper respect for feeble, gray-haired men, the Second 
Fang of the Get growled, “Ignore him. Go for the princess.” 


The battle began, and Bengla had already made two deadly 
mistakes. First, she led from behind, allowing me a clear path into 
the line of four Claws. Second, by ignoring our more deadly threats, 
she didn’t seem to know or care with whom her companions were 
fighting. The Nantine creature hadn't realized how many Kjaira were 
waiting to counter her attack. 

It made me wonder, as traps go, that perhaps she was hoping ours 
was the stronger snare. After the battle, I realized the mistake I had 
made by assuming that Bengla was in control instead of Koki-Ten. 

“Play!” Madd-Jak roared again in my head. 

I sprang forward into the path of the nearest Claw, its short- 
cropped hair and wicked red eyes matched the other three hunters 
that raced forward beside it. 

The man-shaped demon swung its claw-curved dagger at my 
neck and lost its arm halfway through the swing. 

I jabbed Promise into its temple and again into its spine as the 
hunter spun past me. 

A flickering vision of the other three assassins heading toward 
Rae and Andy popped into my head. Ayla fed me images through our 
brood link, allowing me to continue the fight without looking back. 

“Yseria!” Ayla screamed as a silent black shape emerged from the 
trees behind Hart, becoming a blur as it passed outward over our 
sentinel line. 

Yser and her six dark elves intercepted the blades of the rightmost 
Claw, working to surround it and paying a blood price for the 
maneuver. Three of the elven guards went down in a flurry, 
butchered by the speed and ferocity of the demon’s attacks. 

Unable to breach the fiend’s vambraces and blocks, the rest of 
Yser’s group switched to a more defensive posture, merely trying to 
survive as they kept the creature’s attacks at bay. 

The remaining two Claws angled for Raven and Andy. 

Sorrow vaulted over my sentinels and dove to swipe one of the 
assassin’s legs in passing. 

The Claw sensed the threat and leaped high to avoid it, keeping its 
line and still facing Andarion. 

Sorrow’s claws tore into the turf, quickly reversing its momentum 


as another large shape sprang forward to cover Andy’s right flank. 

“Beryl!” Walker Grey screamed as his hellsword met the fiend’s 
blade in a collision that staggered both. 

The violent clash slowed the Claw’s momentum, halting it for an 
instant. 

The Nantine hunters were certainly faster than our Paladins, but 
they were outclassed when it came to our vaunted warriors’ strength 
and physical mass, and they couldn't change speed like a demon- 
driven black panther. 

As the Claw planted its back foot to correct its balance, Sorrow 
lunged and tore into the assassin’s calf, shredding the man’s lower 
limb and sending him to the ground. 

Beryl descended on the man-demon’s neck as it tried to rise, 
shattering the Claw’s arm as it blocked the killing blow with its short 
sword. 

The assassin would never recover. Sorrow clamped onto its neck, 
and two violent shakes later, the enemy hunter went still. 

Andy and Rae engaged the fourth Claw with Raven asserting 
herself in order to protect the over-matched elven blademaster. 

Koki-Ten wasn't the runt of her brood litter by any means, and the 
demon’s control of the fight never wavered after the Get’s initial 
losses. In fact, it seemed as if the remaining demons were bolstered, 
splitting a bigger portion of the Kjaira’s power and attention among 
fewer blades. 

Bengla dodged my first attack and spun into a counter with her 
fang dagger, aiming for my eye. 

Swatting it upward with my vambrace, I pushed it safely over my 
head and swung in low with Exile. 

Bengla hopped back, dodging my glaive. Her sword countered, 
targeting my legs. Her chest vibrated with a growl, a sound of pain 
and frustration. 

I drove Promise downward, piercing her sword arm as I blocked 
her strike with Exile. 

I felt my fang-dagger shake as Kjaira souls collided with each 
other. 

It was then that I first felt Koki-Ten’s stature as the alpha of her 


brood. The talkative demon had masked her true nature in our polite 
exchanges, and Promise wailed in response to the clash of souls, 
unable to do more than distract the Unreal entity that drove the 
Nantines’ attack. 

In that moment of physical connection, I roared and pushed, 
throwing my fury at the Second Fang for the Black she’d brought 
upon my House, pushing a vision of the destruction of Promise into 
the demon-assassin’s mind. 

The Infernal beast flinched at the fall of the once-mighty alpha, 
Tao-Rien, and the recognition that it would be next. 

Playtime was over. 

I yanked my fang-dagger from Bengla’s arm, tearing through the 
muscle that afforded her a grip on her sword. 

As she screamed in pain and confusion, she shifted her weight to 
her left, looking to pivot into another attack with her remaining 
weapon. 

I saw my chance and kicked low, caving in the side of her knee as 
the blur of her dagger caught my shoulder. 

She used me as a crutch, keeping her grip and leaning her weight 
forward to push the dagger in deeper. 

Behind me, a third Claw fell, Sorrow and Raven having struck 
simultaneously, and I felt the power impaled in my shoulder grow. It 
was a delicious heat, a breath of the Infernal reaching out for my 
ready gray heart. My head spun at the feeling, an inviting connection 
boiling into my blood, and my soul reached out to join it. Koki-Ten’s 
presence caressed me, encircling my heart, pressing against it, 
offering immense power in exchange for a home. 

I was kneeling now, watching the head of the Second Fang bound 
away into the ditch beside the road and feeling another shift in the 
battle. 

My vision jumped, showing the melee with the final Claw. It had 
lost a forearm as Andarion and Sorrow added their presence to the 
exchange, and the hunter made a break toward the woods nearby. It 
never got that far. 

Behind me, a woman was screaming, maybe two. 

I'd dropped both of my weapons, holding onto the foreign fang- 


dagger in my shoulder, caressing the hilt and enjoying the warmth 
that it provided. Echoes of a weakened Tao-Rien and the drain that 
the former brood alpha had on my being were replaced with an offer 
of power and healing. 

I wouldn't be gray for long. 

I grabbed my own fang-dagger from the ground and plunged it 
into my thigh, an alpha offering for Koki-Ten. Playtime was truly over 
for one conniving Kjaira as the Get of the Dam’s alpha simply 
devoured the last shard of Promise. 

Koki-Ten brushed against my mind, savoring the victory, sharing 
her heat and the pleasure of her touch as it filled my body. 

I found myself pinned flat to the ground, moaning along with her 
as a fang bit into my outstretched hand, and yet another pair pierced 
me, adding to the empty daggers in my shoulder and thigh. 

“Nooooo!” We sang in unison, our coupling interrupted by the 
devious souls from another brood. The souls of dark hunters battled 
and raged, cornering Koki-Ten, driving her out, and sapping her 
sharp life from my blood. I wept at the loss and the desperate need 
to feel that warmth again. The world didn’t exist without it. 

“Mine!” Another sang into my ear with a familiar pain. One by 
one, the dark hunters retreated, having left their marks, and still, I 
was held in place, slowly transfixed by the heart of another, one that 
belonged before all else. 

“Don’t let go,” I rasped. “Not yet.” 

“Not ever,” echoed back, over and over until only the night 
remained. 

Hit 

Vigaila Grace walked into the scene, her platinum blonde locks 
and lithe body not fooling anyone as she moved around the bed. 
She’d even added a scar to the forehead of her dark elf masquerade. 
A leather and amber musk filled the room as deepening tendrils 
sapped my strength, leaving nothing but a chill. She'd stolen my 
warmth as I lay staked in place. 

“Don't. Please. Not again,” I pleaded in a voice that wasn’t mine. 

My wrists and ankles were tied to the ends of a sturdy bed. I 
arched my back, trying to break free, utter desperation pushing me to 


new heights of human strength as the woman, holding a blackened 
dagger, reached out and caressed my face with its blade. I felt the 
skin on my wrists begin to tear, the blood trickling slowly into the 
mattress. I’d found a way to escape after all. 

“Tll give you anything you want, anything,” I whispered. “Just let 
me go.” 

She wouldn't listen. Why wouldn’t she listen? 

“Let me go!” I screamed, my other wrist breaking open. 

The blood felt strangely warm as it drained away, holding the 
bittersweet sorrow of loss. 

Could emptiness bleed? Could ice sustain one’s heart? There was 
nothing left to take. 

HHA 

The whispers, like curses, began as knives cutting at my bonds. 

“Gray Prince,” they would say. “Open your eyes. Follow your path.” 

“Firefanged,” another would utter. “Open your eyes. Follow your 
path.” 

“Broodkin, open your eyes. Follow your path.” 

The speakers remained hidden, yet they continued to paw at my 
mind, like a cat with a ball of yarn, rolling it around my cold, bare 
feet. 

The cat spoke from a chair beside my bed, “Ara, open your eyes.” 

I obeyed. 

The room was large, the window open. The cold, fresh breeze was 
familiar. 

Zephyr calling me too. 

My world began to turn again. 

I whispered, “Hello, Cat.” 

An anxious silence filled the room, asking a question that I 
couldn't answer. 

“Stonnberg?” I rasped in a sadly familiar voice. 

“The Duke’s Hold,” Cat replied. 

“How long since we last spoke?” 

“Five days.” 

Five dead assassins. Fitting. 

“The company?” 


“All present. Cynan sits outside your door.” 

“Did the infant survive?” I wondered how a newborn would do 
with a full frantic day or two on the road. 

“He’s recovering. The duke’s doctor sees to him daily.” 

I was beating around the bush. “Was it bad?” 

Cat reached out to take my hand. Her strong grip impressed me as 
she turned my wrist over and showed me the damage I’d done to 
myself. The bandages were soaked through. 

Well, that answers that. 

Cat and I had an unspoken agreement to not relive the episodes 
that were such a terror for us both. It hurt her as much as it hurt me 
and vice versa. 

“Would you ask Cynan to help me into the bath?” 

Cat gave me a long look. 

“What?” I said. 

Cat stood up and walked to the door, knocking gently twice. I 
couldn't help but notice the fang-dagger, Sorrow, sitting low upon her 
back. The lock turned on the outside, and the door swung open. 

A black panther walked into the room and planted itself on the 
floor at the foot of my bed. Cynan Black followed Sorrow in, the look 
on his face one of exhaustion and concern. 

“Where are the others?” I asked. 

“Only Cat is allowed in your room. You had trouble with anyone 
else.” Paladin Black kept his sharp eyes on mine, and I could feel his 
suspicion giving way to relief. 

“Hart?” 

“She had trouble seeing you as you were. We thought it best to 
give her a break.” 

“Cress?” 

“She’s alive,’ Cat answered in a tone that told me I had better be 
happy with that. 

“Has someone sent notice to Vigil Snow?” 

“Doctor Loeb arrived yesterday. Hart thought it best to give you a 
bit more time before letting him see you.” 

Thank the Divine for that. 

“Cynan, do you know what happened?” I drew some strength 


from the Paladin’s sure demeanor and unquestionable courage. 

“We killed five Kjaira-driven assassins on the road home from 
Berykholt.” He paused, looking to Cat. 

Cat stood by the door watching our calm exchange, and Cynan 
waited for her to nod before continuing. 

“Hart said that the Kjaira attacked your heart, embracing it and 
not letting go. It took several other Kjaira to fight it off, and she 
thought that the damage done to you might be excessive.” 

Might? 

Koki-Ten had chained me. In an instant, the alpha had woven 
itself into my soul and imprisoned my heart. Promise had done the 
same to Cress less than a fortnight ago, and the night-demon had 
paid for that overstep. I’d learned firsthand of the pain and loss that 
Cress experienced, what she’d gone through after I’d destroyed the 
alien presence inside her. It was monstrous, the act, the demon, and 
the pain of it all. 

“We fought an alpha in full control,” I tried to explain, talking it 
through. “Promise was completely devoured in the fight, and I don’t 
know how the other Kjaira got a hold of me like that.” 

The ring on my finger still flickered. Madd-Jak had certainly 
gotten his playtime, as had the Get of the Damogir. I couldn't wait to 
play with the First Fang of that damned litter and hoped it felt the 
loss of its broodkin from afar. 

“What happened to the bodies?” 

“They were burned and buried on the spot,” Cynan replied. 

“Good. And their relics?” 

“Hart has them. The four claw-knives that we collected are empty, 
but the two fang-daggers, both yours and the Nantine woman’s, are 
imbued. They’re twins, according to Hart.” 

How far to the nearest harbor? 


Chapter 25 
A Dangerous Mix 


“And this chaining of souls? How is it reversed?” Doctor Loeb sat 
across the dining room table, allowing me to eat as he asked his 
questions and made his notes. 

There was a heap to be repaid. 

Raven sat on my left, Cress on my right. Cat and I were taking 
turns maintaining contact with the young woman, and the rest of 
my day had been spent sitting quietly with Rae, trying to unwind the 
harm that the attack had caused to the two of us. It would be a long 
process. 

“We don’t know,” Hart explained. “Our imbued daggers seemed to 
have some effect.” 

Hart Storm could run circles around Loeb’s limited clear sight 
ability, even as she lamented the darker shade of gray that jacketed 
my heart. Hart had seen Koki-Ten’s attack as it flowed from the 
Nantine Second Fang’s heart into my own, pushing everything aside. 
We'd already had our session this morning and would be having 
several more in the coming weeks trying to answer one vital 
question: Was I still chained? 

“You stabbed Vigil Storm?” Loeb continued, seemingly 
unsurprised by the idea. 

“Not Hart, obviously,” I said. “But someone did, several times.” 
Being able to feel each puncture wound, I figured that was one 
question I could safely answer. 

At the end of the battle, Ayla’sen had also sensed the violent 
change in our connection and ordered the company’s fang-laden 


counterattack, setting the fangs and claws of demon-souls raging 
across my inner landscape. Besides Sorrow biting into my hand and 
Rae’s teeth familiar on my ear, Cress had stabbed me with her pair of 
daggers, her strong will pushing Madd-Jak into the fight. Owing its 
allegiance to a different alpha, one that was cowering deep within its 
burrow at the time, Madd-Jak had turned the tide of the battle as its 
immense power collided with Koki-Ten. 

Raven was another matter. She’d felt the alpha take control, felt 
the chains of Koki-Ten drop into place around my heart, and she'd 
fought to free me with an obsession that only one so wronged could 
know. Eventually, her inner demon’s strength did more harm than 
good, trying to hold me in place as I fell apart, melting and reforming 
beneath her own demon’s furious touch. 

Koki-Ten had sunk its claws deep into my heart, severing my 
other connections in a jealous rage, only to have my extended family 
force the alpha out, back into the two demon-fanged weapons that 
were piercing my flesh. It had been a painful and ugly divorce, with 
all parties going away unhappy. The Kjaira had taken a part of me 
with it as it fled, and even though we were no longer wed, there was 
a pretty good chance we were still living together. 

The four Kjaira claw-daggers of the dead assassins remained 
empty, perhaps a sign that Koki-Ten persisted elsewhere. I was a new 
being, the same and yet more; my soul had become a more 
dangerous mix of Firefanged gray and Kjaira black. Once Sorrow’s 
Twin, I now bore a thread of Koki-Ten, while the pair of fang-daggers 
sheathed across my lower back each carried a shard of it like a mark 
of ascension. 

Raven and I were bound together by the strongest of elven magic 
and the will of our own hearts. To add another soul to the mix in an 
Unreal threesome would take time to accept, and I greatly doubted if 
Rae ever would. Her Kjaira soul was from a different brood line, a 
fierce omega to Koki-Ten’s potent alpha. I judged it an even match. 

Raven, Ayla, and Yseria each carried one of the empty claw- 
knives, a symbol of their victory and a reminder of their 
responsibilities in watching over our world. The fourth claw had 
gone into Loeb’s travel pack for delivery in Berykholt. 


Koki-Ten had been mauled during our brief affair; the power of 
her chains and the weave of her brood had seemingly shattered 
within me. My winter plans revolved around sorting her place in my 
world or locking her away for good. As Wind Catcher and Vigil, I 
wouldn't harbor an alpha death-demon any longer than necessary, 
and certainly not with another war on the horizon. 

Somehow, the scars inside me were catching up with those 
painted on my skin, and, knowing what she was going through, I 
began to question everything that I’d done for Cress. Mercy was 
looking like the better option with every passing day. My own wrists 
spoke of an escape attempt gone bad, and Cressida’s overriding 
emotion was becoming one of hunger for release. The connections 
that Promise had woven between us remained but were weakened 
with the final destruction of Tao-Rien and our dire spent state. 

Master Loeb left Stonnberg the following day with little of value to 
bring back with him, other than an update for Vigil Snow and a 
message for Sergeant Masterson. We were all out at sea when it came 
to the power of the Black entities and their schemes in our world. We 
fought them where we could and hoped that it was enough. 

Oddly, Loeb had never asked about Firefanged, leaving me 
wondering what Hart had further shared with the powers in 
Berykholt. Perhaps the killing of the five Kjaira had washed away 
Snow’s concerns about Vigil Storm and his company, but not so for 
Duke Ragir. The attack within his domain amounted to a declaration 
of war. He would act accordingly, marshaling his forces for a spring 
campaign and sending couriers south to the King in Maidenhall. 

Hint 

With Loeb gone, I finally shared my deepest concerns about 
Cressida’s well-being with Cat, and I confessed my thoughts about 
ending the woman's misery as I'd first intended. My longest friend in 
the world slapped me with a force that would make Yseria proud. 

“Ara, why are you alive?” She screamed in my face, “Why are you 
here?” Cat had drawn her fang-dagger and held it firmly to my neck. 

I didn’t answer. I reeled from her response and realized that things 
had changed for us both while I was out. Was I that different to draw 
such a reaction from Cat? What did she see? I opened my eyes to a 


young woman laced with guilt and fear and loss, her emotions 
almost matching my own. 

Cat stepped back and sheathed her weapon. She crossed her arms, 
hugging herself, a girl now, not a young woman. 

“Perhaps—,” I started, watching her flinch. 

A whisper tugged at the back of my mind. Slowly reaching out to 
take Cat’s hand, I beheld the fear rumbling deep in her chest and the 
nightmare that still haunted her dreams, those of a girl traveling 
alone in the woods at night. While I’d been lost in the Dungarr 
Campaign, she’d been assaulted and had killed a man in self- 
defense, adding another’s soul to her heart’s already tragic burden. It 
was one bloody straw too many. 

“Oh, Cat, I’m so sorry for what happened, for what you had to do.” 
Another desperate act on my part had taken its toll on my dearest 
friend, and I'd kept my eyes shut, not wanting to see what it had cost 
her. 

She shrugged, not able to look up. 

“Does Cynan know?” 

Her surrogate uncle and protector deserved to know. Cynan Black 
was as fierce as they come, a man to sit outside my door and 
certainly one to sit outside Cat’s. 

She shrugged again, and her fear grew at that thought. 

“You're protecting him, aren’t you? Both of them.” 

Walker Grey was her surrogate uncle, too. He had been forced to 
turn her loose, leaving her alone and unprotected on her way to 
Maidenhall. Both men adored Cat and would be heartbroken to know 
what had happened to her on a rough road through the heartland of 
Colivar. 

Cat nodded, her tears starting to flow at the admission. 

“Do you want to go home? Your father begged me to send you not 
three weeks ago.” ’d somehow forgotten to mention that to her 
before. 

How good a friend am I? 

Lockrun was a familiar cocoon. She would be safe there, but if she 
left now, would she ever come back? That was the question that 
stuck in my head, a selfish thought, matching my earlier query about 


the fate of Cressida Storm. 

She nodded again. 

I agreed without hesitation, “Lockrun could certainly use a pair of 
Paladins, assuming there’s enough coffee to go around.” 

She looked me in the eye, a small smirk telling me she wasn't 
fooled by my easy acceptance of her pending departure. 

I yearned to ask about her return but would save that for a future 
letter. Instead, I pulled her close and held her until her tears had run 
dry. 

“And Cressida?” she finally whispered. 

“For your unending loyalty and partial ownership of the heart of 
Ara Storm, I will grant you a boon, one to be used on another, not 
yourself.” 

“Heal Cress and heal yourself,” she replied. 

“That’s two,” I deadpanned. “I’m not sure you're that good a 
friend.” 

Cat reached up and touched the red handprint on my face, saying, 
“Yes, Iam.” 

HHH 

Duke Ragir, Holder of Stonnberg and Protector of the Northern 
Reaches, had provided a wet nurse for the boy, a woman named 
Mara, who cared for the infant during our ride south to Maidenhall. 

I'd named him Jarrla, assuming his mother’s last words were for 
his ears and ours. He had gray eyes, ones lighter than mine, less 
haunted, and he seemed to be more settled in the sway of a saddle 
than a quiet crib. Company Storm took turns carrying the babe as we 
rode south, everyone enjoying the warm weight of the sling across 
their chest and the eyes that seemed to draw us in. 

Tila rode beside Juno more often than not, and my captain had 
already forgiven me for sending him away before the Kjaira attacked. 
He'd been given a briefing on the fight from Cynan, and Juno could 
appreciate the results and the care that ’d shown for our more 
defenseless yet valuable companions. He’d even told me so after I'd 
come around, and he had the right of it up to a point. In a way, we 
were all equally as vulnerable in the face of an alpha Kjaira, and 
some of us carried greater burdens, scars, and cares that left us even 


more open to the lasting and unpleasant results. 

Cressida Storm rode south as my bodyguard and sister, and I 
carried a new promise in my heart for her recovery. I’d spoken to 
Raven, explaining my decision and the help I needed to fulfill it. 
Rae’s burden was to accept me for the checkered soul that I’d become 
and help me heal before the spring campaigns erupted around 
Bastian. We would both do the same for Cress. 

If there was one thing that I’d learned on this long trip, it was to 
leave the demons out of my decisions whenever possible. The fiends 
were consistent in their hunger for control and domination. No 
matter how sweet their promises or how smooth their tongues, their 
claws and fangs were always there between us, looking for purchase. 
Going forward, I’d be using my will and the guidance of those dearest 
to me to guide my path. 

The entire company had balked at the news of Vigil Enricata Moon 
riding east to Lockrun instead of south with us toward home. The 
majority were stuck with the cranky Vigil Gray for the winter, no fun 
that. 

I'd lent the Paladins a pair of Steppe-bred horses to carry their 
extra share of coffee, enough to last the winter in Lockrun, but not 
much more than that. I hoped that Cat understood the message. 

HHA 

As one tired group, we trotted into the Sturgess Courthouse 
compound, the late afternoon light already beginning to wane. Juno’s 
final call to dismount was met with several cheers by the company 
and a wail from one tired trooper who desperately needed a change. 
Lynda Snow was nowhere to be seen, but Rebekah Na’am charged 
down the steps of Sturgess Hall Manor and almost took Viren Drake 
to the ground. That elicited another round of cheers followed by a 
more serene but equally heartfelt sisterly reunion. 

A pair of Realm Guard waited at the door to the Manor House. 

“Colonel Storm, welcome back,’ Lewis Marne saluted. 

“Lew, Deever, great to see you here. Where’s the rest of your 
pack?” 

“Torne is off-duty, Corv is inside with Miss Snow, and Fraim is 
with the Major across town.” 


“Td expect Major Heck anytime now, but let’s call him Ben. I’m 
Ara.” 

“Sir, you look a bit worse for wear. Get into a fight on the way 
home?” Deever asked. 

Most of my stitches were ready to come out, but some of the 
deeper punctures had taken longer to mend from the saddle, needing 
to drain as they did. With more than a fortnight since the Kjaira fight, 
I was still leaking blood in spots and screaming when I slept. It 
wasn't as bad as Juno’s snoring or Jarr when he’d decided that it was 
time for a snack, but I couldn’t wait to crawl into my own bed tonight 
back at the Checkered Flag. 

“One Hell of a fight, if you get my meaning,” I replied. “Though 
most of the wounds are from my bodyguards and my wife.” 

“Don't scare these fine men.” Raven grabbed my arm, dragging me 
into the manor house. Her other arm held a baby, a backpack, and 
the smell of an unchanged diaper. 

Mara Kline followed us inside, tracking her charge. 

I whispered in Rae’s ear, “You know we can’t keep him, don’t you? 
He’s a boy, not a mascot.” 

Rae scoffed at my observation. “And I suppose you know what to 
do with him.” 

“Keil!” I shouted. “Please find the Judge. Tell him he’s urgently 
needed here.” 

Marching upstairs, we found Corvin Lopp watching over the third- 
floor suite, and I gave the man a break. He could relax downstairs 
until Ben arrived. Lynda Snow had settled with her feet up on the 
couch in her spacious living room, napping beneath a warm blanket 
as the fireplace blazed away in the corner of the room. 

Rae and Mara went to change baby Jarr in one of the extra 
bedrooms while I sat down and reached under the blanket, finding 
Lynda Snow’s icy cold feet. 

“You know,” I said. “If I was going to be an uncle, would it be 
wrong for me to dote on the mother of my nephew?” 

“That depends,” Lynda said sleepily. “Are you going to show me all 
your new scars first?” She bared her brilliant green eyes. She glowed, 
feeling content beneath her blanket. 


A twinge of sadness struck me, knowing the happiness that Ram 
Naam had traded away with his duty to the Crown of Fugaku and 
the loss his son had suffered before ever being born. 

“How do you feel?” I asked, swallowing my thoughts. 

“Much better than you, I can see. Was it bad?” 

I nodded, “Worse than usual.” 

“That bad? Then, I should be rubbing your feet, but you don't 
need to stop.” 

“Is your brother still around?” I asked. 

“He’s sleeping in the next room. Did you think that he’d leave me 
alone in the hands of Vigil Gray?” 

“Do you like the look?” 

“IT could perhaps put up with a touch of gray, but I expect you to 
rest until I can see my friend in your face again.” 

“T think I might need your help to get through this.” 

“Might?” she quipped with a smile. 

A wail sounded from the next room before Rae emerged empty- 
handed. 

“He’s feeding.” She sat on the couch across from us, harboring an 
exhausted calm after the long trip. 

“Did my job suddenly become that much more difficult?” Lynda 
asked. 

A knock at the door signaled the arrival of Keil Martell, Lord Roger 
Small, and a few others. With my Consul’s feet in my lap, I didn’t 
even try to stand. The Judge stared at me, catching the full impact of 
my Vigil career while Keil Martell hurried about in search of another 
blanket for Lynda. 

“Judge, we have serious news and a favor to ask of you,” I offered. 

“Anything that might end our Realm?” he asked. 

“Probably not, at least not until spring,” I offered, and I gave both 
the Judge and Lynda a rundown on the attack that occurred north of 
Stonnberg, the nature of the threat, and who we’d already informed. 

Small had already been told of Duke Ragir’s intended arrival and 
was glad for the heads up on his concerns. 

“The last ’d heard, you were riding east, not north. What 
happened in Fugaku?” he asked. 


“More of the same. I may have avoided a war by resigning my 
post as the Wind Catcher.” 

“May have?” the Judge coughed. 

“They were more than happy to see me go after the fall of their 
strongest family. House Rathven was dealing with the Infernal 
Domain, and I wear their ring as proof. I took everything they had, 
and some may want her back.” 

Madd-Jak flickered, an orange light dancing on my hand. 

“Well, it is a remarkable ring,” Lord Small offered. 

“The ring is truly special, and while it cost a Black Fortune to 
acquire, it pales in comparison to the one for which it was destined.” 
I waved to Cress, who was still standing lost by the large suite’s door. 

‘Judge Small, this is Cressida Storm. We killed Rathven’s top 
assassin in the Garden of the King, and she was destined to follow in 
his footsteps. I have claimed Cress as my sister and a member of 
House Storm with all rights and protections. She is a kindred soul, 
and like me, she bears the scars of an unkind path.” 

“It is witnessed,’ Small announced. “Welcome to Maidenhall.” 
Turning back, he asked, “And the favor?” 

I called for Mara. 

“Judge, I ask that you find a safe home for this stoutest of 
travelers. The boy, cursed to be born of a ruling bloodline, is named 
Jarrla. His mother is dead, and the Damogir of Niantia would likely 
have him killed for the simple act of breathing. Please find a spot 
where he will be loved and protected and hidden from the eyes of 
any distant threat.” 

“He’s healthy?” 

“Very, and he loves to ride horses.” 

“Ara, I have a place in mind for this young man. Shall I proceed 
immediately with the adoption?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“Do you want to know where he ends up?” 

“If you deem it appropriate. In a few more months, my nephew 
might need a playmate.” 

“Tt’s a boy, is it?” The Judge smiled at Lynda. 

Lynda showed me a puzzled look. 


I wiggled her big toe. “Well, that’s what his father told me.” 


Chapter 26 
Epilogue 


Gena looked her brother over, knowing that he was deeply 
bothered by more than the run of cold weather. He could never lie to 
her, and she had her ways of making him talk. 

“Pauly,” she barked at the man by the pub’s front door. 

At a snap of her fingers, he threw the double bolts, sealing the 
room and the late-night patrons in for one last drink. 

“We don’t want Pops walking in here with you looking like you're 
gonna cry in your ale,” she quipped almost under her breath. Almost. 

The Master of Berykholt had been gone for four years, done in by 
a winter chill that just wouldn't leave him, but his two children still 
lived with his spirit and the worthy mantle of the city’s lower half. 
The river docks and the mountain passes allowed for the movement 
of plenty, and the comfortable distance from Stonnberg gave them 
numerous business opportunities to trade for items not often found 
in the upper markets. Furthermore, the Order’s presence offered 
them a well-trained pool from which to fish recruits. 

The former boss had been a tough sort, never one to back down 
from a fight or a challenge and never one to come up short in either. 
He'd left the Berykholt Grays with an untouchable reputation, and his 
offspring had managed to continue his success. 

“T had to take it,’ Caleb said. “Pops would have taken it too.” 

“Taken what?” the bartender asked, suddenly nervous. “Pops 
never let any debt stand.” 

She was thinking about that man, Mister Gray, and his final words 
to her, claiming a debt before he’d done anything and asking for 


double. Double of what? Only her brother Caleb knew that, and she 
wasn't letting him out until he shared the reason for his unease. 

“You ever did the exact right thing and still felt like it was the 
biggest mistake of your life?” he finally asked. 

“T don’t care how much we owe; we'll pay it off by summer.” 

He shook his head. “It’s not that kind of debt.” Reaching behind 
his back, he drew his knife, slamming it into the bar top. It wasn’t his 
usual blade, not even close. The curved, black dagger was distinct, 
almost organic, and the handle was overly ornate. 

“That’s not—,” she gulped. “That’s not the one the ghost woman 
carried. Is it?” 

“No.” 

The Nantine woman’s blade was longer, straighter, having only a 
touch of gray. 

“Where'd you get it?” she asked. 

The man looked at her with his one good eye, red in its 
overworked state. “He gave it to me.” 

“Pauly! The pub is closed for the night. Let ‘em all out an’ call in 
the crew, now.” Her hand remained on the hilt of the weapon, hiding 
it from their patrons as the crowd shuffled out the door. “I take it the 
woman made it wherever she needed to go. Who was she?” 

“She wasn’t a woman. She was a night-stalker, hiding within a 
woman in the basement of this pub,” he whispered. “I placed the 
beast on the Stonnberg road, right in the middle of his family, within 
arm’s reach of its mark.” 

A cast of reliable accomplices streamed in through the chilly front 
door, filling up the room and finishing off any mugs that still held 
ale. 

It took Geneva a minute of silence to come to grips with what her 
brother confessed. “Mister Gray seemed like a decent sort. I bet he 
could defend himself” 

Legend stated that nobody defended themselves from a night- 
stalker. Either they walked into its trap and died a quick death, or 
they ran away and were hunted down with the same result. The fact 
that Mister Gray seemed to have survived the encounter was a shock, 
but the fact that she called him ‘Mister Gray’ had far deeper 


implications and explained everything about her brother’s angst. 

Her brother nodded, “That’s what I thought, but the assassin had 
four more hunters waiting south of town, all looking to kill the man’s 
wife.” 

“Five demon-driven assassins?” Gena coughed, a feeling of panic 
taking hold. She grabbed her brother’s mug and finished it in one big 
gulp. 

She’d heard of assassins chained to demons, but it was incredibly 
rare. She struggled, trapped by the thought of five. If they had traced 
their way back to Berykholt, everyone would be dead. She sat quietly 
across the bar from her brother, understanding the depth of his 
distress and the debt that they owed. The Gray rules were razor- 
sharp when it came to keeping deals between Houses on the level. 

“What do we owe Mister Gray for this?” 

Whatever the amount, she knew they couldn't afford it. Maybe the 
Badger down in Stonnberg could pull together something, but this 
was Berykholt, and Pops, always the independent sort, had never 
been that greedy. 

Caleb pointed to her hand, the one still clutching the claw-shaped 
dagger. “That.” 


Coming Next: 


Gray Prince 


About the Author / Series 


Rory Surtain, a 2020 debut novelist, resides on the South Coast of 
the USA, dodging hurricanes, airports, and alpha-personality 
domestic cats. 


The Demon in Exile Series of Fantasy Fiction novels will consist of 
at least 9 books, beginning with the release of Firefanged in October 
2020. Fans of paranormal fantasy with strong yet flawed characters 
will enjoy this genre-bending series. 


Sure, there are demons, lots of them, in all different flavors and 
sizes and a cast of characters to thwart them. Even with a first- 
person narrative, Life isn't a one-man show, and neither are the 
stories found here. Escape with them. You won't be disappointed. 


Please visit surtain.net for the latest on the author/series. 


